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PREFACE 


The five chapters dealing with the episodes 
of Lord Krsna's sport with the shepherd 
maidens in Vrndavana that are selected here 
for translation embody the fine flower of the 
Bhagavata Purana. It is unfortunate that these 
have never been presented in the English 
language in their full philosophical and 
religious import. The Rasa-pancadhyaya 
(X, 29-33) is a remarkable contribution not 
only to philosophical myth and lyrical poetry, 
but also to the psychology and philosophy of 
religion. For the happenings in the forest of 
Vrndavana under the autumn moons symbolise 
man’s generic approaches to the deity and 
attitudes towards the world—eternal phases 
in the dialectic of his soul. The metaphor, play 
and gesture here represent a profound ana¬ 
lysis of the arousal and gradual maturation 
of religious sentiments. These are couched in 
a setting of romantic adventure of love for the 
the purpose of poetic treatment. 

Such an adventure cannot be understood 
without reference to the whole philosophy and 
religion of the Bhagavata. The two introduc¬ 
tory essays are accordingly devoted to their 
brief examination. The development of Krsna- 
Bhagavatism and bhakti lore is also briefly 
sketched, providing as these do the essential 
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background of the interplay of the life Divine 
and human in all its mystery and nuances of 
moods and emotions. 

I have consulted the monumental, and now 
rare, variorum edition of the Bhagavata com¬ 
piled by Sri Nityasvarupa Brahmacan of 
Vrndavana. Vallabhacarya, Jiva Gosvami, 
Sana tana GosvamT, Visvanath Cakravart! and 
SrTdhara Sviiml have been particularly helpful 
for clarification. The comments added to the 
slokas attempt however an interpretation 
based as much on the traditions of the Upani- 
sads and the Bhagavadgita as expounded by 
the ancient Indian masters as on the modern 
Western philosophy and psychology of reli¬ 
gious experience. 

It is the author’s conviction that the yoga 
of the Bhagavata, more than the yogas of the 
Upani.?ads and the Bhagavadgita, provides the 
frame of reference of a modern Religion of 
Man that may give a new stimulus to the broad 
humanistic movements of the present, whether 
in India or the West. 

The concept that the world process is a 
mirage and a snare does not certainly repre¬ 
sent the keynote of Indian thought. The 
challenge to the lop-sidedness of the Advaita 
Vedanta has nowhere been more pronounced 
than in the Bhagavata. 

Such a protest, emanating strangely enough 
from the ritual and caste-ridden South, stimu¬ 
lated a vast, swelling tide of religious devo- 
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tionalism (bhakti) and refonnation. It was 
associated with a mass movement against 
sacerdotalism and caste under the leadership 
of Ramananda, Nanak, Kabir, Dadu, Caitanya 
and Tukaram for well-nigh nine centuries. 
Eclipsing the reform movements led by the 
Buddha and Mahavira; it disseminated a new 
gospel of equality and brotherhood all through 
the length and breadth of the country. This 
might, indeed, have established a caste-less 
society but for the British conquest and con¬ 
sequent Europeanisation and economic trans¬ 
formation of Hindu society from the middle of 
the 18 th century. 

The Bhiigavata, with its stress on both the 
transcendence and immanence of the Divine, 
achieves a remarkable transformation of the 
ancient doctrine of absolute monism into a 
living faith of universal freedom (sarva-mukti) 
through the universal sharing of the Divine 
grace (karuna). Its metaphysical postulate of 
universal incarnation of the Supreme (sarva- 
avatara), its moral imperative of universal 
compassion (sarva-bhilta-daya) and its reli¬ 
gious aspiration of universal salvation (sarva- 
mukti) comprise the essence of Hindu huma¬ 
nism. Fully assimilating, for the first time in 
a Hindu scripture, the metaphysical idealism 
and altruistic fervour of Mahayana Buddhism, 
this has dominated Indian popular religious 
consciousness from the beginning of the pre¬ 
sent millennium. 
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The Rasa sport brings home the doctrine 
and religious experience, new to Hinduism, of 
universal salvation through the compassion of 
Lord Krsna, the'ravishing note of whose flute 
is the cail to human beings to abandon every¬ 
thing for the sake of the Supreme Lover. The 
moonlit autumn nights on the banks of the 
Yamuna, introduced by the Divine Maya or 
illusion, comprise the fitting romantic back¬ 
ground of the gradual but sure and complete 
fulfilment of the Divine purpose. The Bhaga 
vata remarks: “Lord Krsna is the only Man 
(Lover); all others from the Creator down¬ 
wards are like women (who long to be united 
with Him).” At the end of the monumental 
work (XI, 11, 4-25) Krsna is described as the 
Cosmic Person whose feet represent the earth, 
whose head is heaven, whose navel is the sky, 
whose eyes are the suns, whose nose is the 
wind and whose ears are the directions. His 
arms embody the manifestation of the uni¬ 
verse, His frown its annihilation and His smile 
the illusion of the world process. The Indian 
man achieves his at-homeness with the cosmos 
through the above contemplation of the uni¬ 
verse-body of God. Yet God for the sake of 
revelation of His supreme glory and grace 
assumes the human form in Vrndavana among 
His own kinsmen (svajanah). Under the 
autumn moons in the forest He plays the 
dramatic role of the Supreme Human Actor, 
multiplying His forms, distributing them for 
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each and all simultaneously, and remaining 
as the Third and the Beyond. Each of the 
"sixteen thousand" finite human creatures, 
finding God always by his side and “between” 
two creatures as the Third, eventually attains 
a transcendent spiritual consciousness and 
bliss that are at once personal and collective, 
specific and shared. But such a consummation 
has not been possible except through a period 
of anguish and utter desolation familiar to 
Christian mystics as “the dark night of the 
soul”. The gorgeous collective Rasa dance 
with which the Rasa-pancadhyaya closes stands 
for the exaltation of universal salvation (sarva- 
mukti), the acme of religious experience. 
Such a pageant is picturesquely celebrated in 
the autumn full moon festival every year 
throughout India, testifying to the deep influ¬ 
ence of the poetic-mystical myth and metaphor 
on the popular imagination. Unfortunately 
the treatment of mystical sentiments and 
experiences through the symbolism and ima¬ 
gery of human love and passion tends to 
develop a resistance in the educated mind. 
This has so far stood in the way of a proper 
and fruitful appreciation of the great message 
of the Bhagavata. The conception of the 
Rasa-pancadhyaya that God lives and moves in 
and with each and all, and is the Third and the 
One is at once grand and modern in its note. 
This is an essential component of both reli¬ 
gious mysticism and an ethical world-view in 
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this age when mankind is seeking a new 
spiritual foundation for universal unity and 
equality. 

I am grateful to Sri Dayamoy Mitra of the 
Department of English, University of Luck¬ 
now, for several valuable suggestions. Dr. 
Atul Chandra Banerjee of the Department of 
Sanskrit also laid me under obligation by his 
assistance in revising the proofs. I am further 
indebted to Dr. Kusum Mittal for the prepa¬ 
ration of the Index. 


Radhakamal Mukerjee 

Falguna Purrmna, 1957 
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I 


THE PLACE OF THE BHAGAVATA IN 
INDIAN THOUGHT 

The Appeal of the Bhagavata 

The Srlmad-Bhiigavata is one of the world's 
noblest scriptures that helps man in appre¬ 
ciating and understanding his supreme goals 
and values. Its pre-eminence and distinctive¬ 
ness from other scriptures lie in its being a 
rich store-house of mystical traditions and 
experiences. Through its stories from the 
lives of saints, mystics, sages, kings and gods, 
it blends, as few other scriptures do, meta¬ 
physics with faith, supreme knowledge with 
living mystical experience. In India its appeal 
is deeper and more soul-stirring than that even 
of the Bhagavad'gita, subordinating as it does 
the state of enlightenment or salvation to love 
and beatitude. It is no wonder that just as 
the famous medieval scholar and Sankara 
Vedantist Madhusudana Sarasvatl immediately 
after a brilliant exposition of the attributeless- 
ness (nirgunatva) of Brahman forgot himself 
and exclaimed in ecstasy that everything runs 
after the Blue and the Supreme on the sands 
of the Yamuna, the modern sage of Daksin- 
esvara remarked: “The Bhagavata is sweet as 

1 
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cake fried in the butter of enlightenment and 
steeped in the honey of bhakti”. 

A whole host of commentaries have been 
written on the Bhagavata, and entire schools 
of Vaisnavism, such as those of Madhva, 
Visnusvamin, Nimbiirka, Vallabha and Cai- 
tanya, have derived their support from its 
philosophy and rehgion. Great scholars like 
Madhva, Vallabha, Sana tana Gosvamin, Jiva 
Gosvamin, Vopadeva and Madhusudana and 
ardent bhaktas like Sridhara Svamin, Suka- 
deva, Sudarsana Suri and Visvanatha Cakra- 
vartin have interpreted the great truths and 
experiences of this Bible of India’s millions. 
The Bhagavata has indeed been profusely 
commented upon and discussed since its 
composition until today in Sanskrit as well as 
various State languages. Each major com¬ 
mentary or discussion of its diverse themes 
bears an indelible impress of the intellectual 
climate of the age and the religious predilection 
and the social outlook of the writer, revealing 
the ancient wisdom in novel manner, showing 
some new fascinating facets and contributing 
to fulfil the moral and spiritual needs and 
aspirations of the author and his time. 

The modern age has its own problems, its 
own social and philosophical outlooks. The 
imperative task of modern culture is to bind 
together man and man and people and people. 
The Bhagavata can provide a right spiritual 
impulsion for this undertaking. 
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Ritual and Svadharma versus Bhakti 

In the Bhagavata God imposes upon Himself 
human limitations and imperfections and lives 
with man as his own dear Companion, Child, 
Lover, Friend and Kinsman, eliciting a beyond- 
human upsurge of affections, tendernesses and 
devotions that renovate a selfish, acquisitive 
and immoral society. As the transcendent 
Brahman indwelling in man, and as Beauty, 
Love and Goodness in the Universe outside. 
He becomes delighted less with ritual and 
observance than with ardent religious devotion 
and experience (bhakti), less with prayer and 
reverence to Him than with love and compas¬ 
sion to fellowman. 

The Bhagavata unequivocally condemns 
idolatry and ceremony without the saving 
grace of a sense of Identity (abheda) with all 
Life. It declares: “I am the Atman and Isvara 
dwelling in all beings. Forsaking Me, in his 
ignorance if one worships an image, he merely 
wastes his offerings in ashes. One who, dis¬ 
criminating between himself and other crea¬ 
tures and suffering from egoism, offers violence 
and enmity to Me in other human forms never 
obtains peace of mind.” (Bhagavata, III, 29, 
22-23.) Again, “As long as one does not realise 
God as the Indweller in all finite creatures, he 
should continue doing his own svadharma, 
worshipping Me through the image (Bhaga¬ 
vata, in, 29, 25). The ultimate aim of religion. 
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to which image-worship leads, is, in the BhUga- 
vata, the cultivation of identity consciousness 
grounded in the realization of the presence of 
God in all finite creatures. 


The Bhdgavata, an Illustration of the 
Nuradan Types of Bhakti 

More than the cold speculations of the 
Sahkhya, Yoga and Vedanta, the Bhagavata is 
concerned with the spiritual joys and delights 
of man in worship and his good and altruistic 
life which fulfils God’s purpose and joy in 
society. Bhakti in the Bhagavata engenders 
a new attitude towards the world and the given 
reahty of things. Narada in his “Aphorisms on 
Bhakti” defines Bhakti as intense love for God 
(parama-premarupa) and mentions eleven 
categories of this (Sutra 82): (1) adoration of 
God’s excellences; (2) the condition of an 
inamorato, love of the Lord’s Beauty; (3) piety 
or devotion; (4) love of commemoration, e.g., 
the Lord’s Supper in primitive Christianity; 
(5) to be the Lord’s servant, such as the devo¬ 
tion of the charioteer, Daruka (Bhagavata, IX, 
5, 16); (6) a friend’s love, such as John’s 
relation to Jesus, and the relation of Arjuna 
and Sudama to Krsna (Bhagavata, X, 12, 11); 
(7) wifely devotion, such as that of the nuns 
as brides of Christ, and of the GopTs as Krsna- 
vadhus; (8) paternal or maternal love, such as 
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the Madonna’s love of infant Christ and 
DevakVs and YaJoda’s love for Bala-GopalOr 
(Bhagavata, X, 8, 46); (9) self-sacrificing, self- 
dedicating love such as the Crucifixion of the 
Flesh and death of the Old Adam; (10) love 
of mental absorption in the Godhead such as 
that of Uddhava and Bhisma (Bhagavata, IX, 
27); and (11) love that bewails desertion, such 
as that of the shepherd women or Gopis, and 
especially Riidha (Bhagavata, Rasa-pancadhy 
aya). The love of God that approximates to 
the constant devotion and loyalty of the ser 
vant or the wife (nitya-dasya, nitya-kiinta- 
bhajana) according to Narada, is the highest 
(Sutra 60). The Bhagavata delineates through 
its numerous myths, stories and legends most 
of the above types of bhakti: the simple faith 
and devotion of child Dhruva, the love of com¬ 
memoration of Prahlada, the adoration of 
Kubja and AmbarTsa, the comradeship of 
Arjuna, Sudama and the shepherds, the 
parental love of Nanda, DevakI and Yasoda, the 
sincere piety of Uddhava, the contemplative 
absorption of Narada and Sanatkumara, the 
utter supplication of Draupadi or of the Ele¬ 
phant King caught by the alligator, and above 
all the intense wifely devotion of the cow-herd 
maidens (Gopis) as well as of Rukminl and 
Satyabhama. Man’s profoundest communion 
with God is represented by the self-annulling 
passion of the Gopis for the Lord of the 
Autumn Moons. This is the theme of the 
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Rasa-pancadhyaya. If the Gopis win the 
favour of Krsna through their ardent self- 
oblivious passion, many others have won 
Madhava through their devotion which alone 
and no other qualities or attributes pleases 
Him. “For what is the behaviour of the 
hunter? What is the age of Dhruva? What is 
the wisdom of the Elephant King? What is the 
manliness of Ugra, the prince of the Yadavas? 
What is the great charm of Kubja? And what 
is the wealth of Sudama?” 


Integralness of Mature Religious Sentiment 

One of the major Upanisads declares: “The 
husband is dear to the wife not for the sake 
of the husband, but for the sake of the Univer¬ 
sal Self, Atman or Bliss in the husband. The 
wife is dear to the husband, not for the sake 
of the wife, but for the sake of the Universal 
Self, Atman or Bliss in the wife.” Conjugal 
attachment—the devotion of Gopis to Krsna is 
the symbol and focus of the ineffable bliss of 
the highest communion with the Supreme. In 
a South Indian text we read: “The fondness 
which indiscriminating people have for sense- 
objects if directed to God is called ‘bhakti’. It 
is like passion for the charming sense-object. 
Hence the sage obtains the name of ‘passionate 
lover’ (kamuka) by a figure of speech.” “The 
love of the spouse for her Lord is the cream 
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of religion”, says the Caitanya-caritamrta, 
one of the major scriptures of Bengal Vaisna- 
vism that is grounded in the tender Radha- 
GopI approach (madhurya) to Krsna that is 
considered as “the quintessence of human 
sentiment and endeavour”. Yet, as Narada 
takes care to explain, the love of God is not of 
the nature of desire (kama), but rather of 
abnegation (nirodha) that takes the form of 
complete transmutation (nyasa) of both sacred 
and secular activities (Narada Bhakti Sutras, 
7, 8). The results are complete identification 
(ananyata) and indifference (udasinata) to all 
hindrances (Bhakti Sutra, 9). In the bhakti- 
lore the Gopis stand for the desires and 
attachments of finite man, while Krsna symbo¬ 
lises Pure Consciousness, Beauty and Bliss. 
The Gopis abandon their home and family and 
rules of conduct and seek Krsna on the bank 
of the Yamtuia in utter self-surrender, non¬ 
attachment and sincerity (prapatti). The Lord 
out of the abundance of His Grace (karuiia) 
multiplies Himself into the myriad, loving 
Gopis who are Krsna-vadhus or brides of the 
Lord, and leads each and all beyond the bounds 
of egoism, desire and sorrow through a series 
of adventures in the moon-lit forests of 
Vrndavana that are symbolically treated. 
These adventures or episodes constitute the 
Rasa-llla, literally meaning that which leads to 
the embrace (llyam) of Brahman (llyam lati 
iti Ilia), Brahman being the essence of bliss 
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or rasa (raso vai sah). Spiritual sentiment as it 
grows and matures becomes drained of all 
egoistic impulses and desires, waxes stronger 
and becomes subtler with the passage of time 
and maintains a continuous, ever-expansive 
flow through rasa or ecstasy. 

Psychologically, the rasa, then, represents 
the full maturation of religious sentiment, its 
approximation to Niirada’s description of the 
attachment to God (Bhakti Sutra, 54) as in- 
efi’able (guna-rahitam), free from all desires, 
(kamana-rahitam), expansive, extremely sub¬ 
tle (pratiksanavardhamiinani, siiksmataram), 
integral ( avicchinnam), and grounded in mys¬ 
tical intuition (anubhavarfipani). The seer 
speaks of the constancy, integralness and non¬ 
attachment of bhakti at its height (sarvada 
sarvabhavena niscintaya bhagavaneva bhaja- 
nlyah, Sutra 79). These we fully discern in 
the attitudes of the Gopis as depicted in the 
Rasa-pancadhyaya. The well-known psycho¬ 
logist Allport in his recent work. The In¬ 
dividual and his Religion has stressed the “in¬ 
tegralness” of mature religious sentiment that 
“joins all experience into a single, meaningful 
system”. Bhakti surely governs and saturates 
every aspect of man’s interests and activities 
(sarvabhava), gives one leading directive to 
life as a whole (ekantin) and releases it from 
all anxieties and conflicts (niscinta). In his 
Theory and Art of Mysticism the present writer 
also emphasises the role of mysticism in blend- 
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ing and integrating the impulse system, 
organising permanent sentiments and thus 
strengthening the varied loyalties in society. 
It is only recently Western psychology shows 
some interest in the phenomenological concepts 
of religions faith and intention. 


The Blending of Myth, Poetry and Religion 

Metaphysically, the rasa is the rapture of 
the self in and with the Self (atmarama or 
svarati). There is neither masculine nor femi¬ 
nine sex in deity. Or, if we follow the Vais- 
nava tradition, the only masculine Being in 
the Universe is Kisna; and all human souls in 
quest of the Universal and Infinite are Women 
—the GopTs, lovely Brides of God (Krsna- 
vadhus). Artistically, the earthly sport or Ilia 
of Krsna as the Universal and Eternal Lover 
(kanta) who distributes Himself simulta¬ 
neously by the side of each GopI and between 
the two Gopis in the group dance is an eter¬ 
nally recurrent miracle on the sands of the 
Yamuna under endless autumn moons. It is 
a sublime metaphor of both the universality 
of finite man’s experience of true beauty, love 
and bliss, and of the transcendence of God as 
the Giver of Bliss (Rasa-prada) who exists and 
moves in and with each and All. 

Myth, poetry and religion superbly combine 
their magic in the Rasa-paficadhyaya to create 
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the varied symbols of man’s attachment and 
pride; of his utter prostration and surrender 
to God; and, finally, of the joyous, eternal 
collective union with Him. Such symbols and 
motifs have become classic and served as 
vehicles of spiritual contemplation and models 
of ideal forms of conduct for millions across 
the centuries in India. The maturation or final 
consummation of religious sentiment is the 
collective dance and sport, where God surpri¬ 
ses the mortals by suddenly manifesting Him¬ 
self as belonging to each and all simultaneously 
(tasam madhye dvayor-dvayoh pravistena) in 
both His Separateness and Universality, and 
becomes the mighty throb and focus of a col¬ 
lective exaltation (Rasa-pancadhyaya, V, 33, 
3-4). Here is the soul’s secret dialectic of 
communion, the movement not of the Alone 
to the Alone but of Each for All with All. This 
expresses itself in the grand paean of triumph 
of song, dance and ecstasy which is a sight for 
the gods (Rasa-panciidhyaya, V, 33, 19). 


God, the Hyphen between Man and Man 

In the yoga of the Bhagavata, as contrasted 
with the yogas of the Upanisads and the 
Bhagavadgita, we have a dual accent: first, the 
Descent of Grace and the revelation of God’s 
eternal Ilia of profound passion and compas¬ 
sion (srngara, madhurya, karuna) on the 
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earth in which man reaches out to the Divine, 
and God eternally binds Himself to man and 
to his finitude; second, the glory and triumpli 
of shared ecstasy and bliss, God being the in¬ 
dwelling, transcending Intermediary and Cen¬ 
tre. The concepts of the world-process as the 
eternal sport (kridana) of Deity and of Deity 
as the Omnipresent Hyphen “between” man 
and man, comprising a field of experience 
which envelops, yet transcends his experiences, 
are specially appropriate components of a 
modern humanistic rehgion. 

In Martin Buber’s personalistic philosophy, 
as in the Bhiigavata philosophy of the Rasa- 
mandala, God is the transcendental “In-be 
tween” man and man. Dean Inge says: “At 
our best moments we are conscious we are in 
communion with something or somebody 
above ourselves. We often say, ‘with a Person’, 
and though God is certainly not ‘such a one 
as ourselves’, it seems to be true that the ‘I 
and Thou’ relation is never transcended. The 
Spirit bears witness with our spirit. As St. Paul 
says: “We do not pray to our own best selves, 
nor are we ever absorbed in a super-personal 
absolute.” With the Dean as with most 
Western critics of Indian mysticism, the 
worship of the personal Godhead and absorp¬ 
tion in the Absolute, theism or ‘saguna-bhakti’ 
and monism or ‘nirguna-bhakti’ completely 
eschew, even contradict each other. The 
Bhagavata, essentially a mystical treatise. 
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effects a fusion between personalism and super 
personal monism, between saguiia and nirguna- 
bhakti viewing them as rhythms of the human 
spirit between silence and creation, freedom 
and samsiira. It abolishes the distinction be¬ 
tween the self as ‘knower’, the ‘knowledge’ and 
the ‘known’ in profound silence, but at the 
same time discovers a configuration of the self, 
expanding its circumference indefinitely but 
establishing itself as the centre of the World 
of nature and World of values. To the Bhaga 
vata the World of values—Love (snigara), 
Goodness or Beauty (madhurya) and Compas¬ 
sion (karuna) are as real and eternal as the 
world of facts; for Krsna whose essence con¬ 
sists of pure Formless Consciousness (arupasya 
cidatmanah, Bhaga vata, I, 3, 30) reveals some 
of his attributes to man in these ultimate 
values. Thus the Bhaga vata makes religion 
neither doctrine nor ritual, nor even salvation 
but continuous experience of identity (abheda) 
that leads to equality in life and society (sama- 
darsana). 


Three Accents of Being in the Bhdgavata 

The Supreme in the Bhagavata has three 
simultaneous accents of Being; the transcen¬ 
dent but indwelling Absolute, Brahman, 
Paramatman, Aksara, Tunya, Purusottama 
or the Supreme Self; the creative impulsion, 
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freedom and power, Bhagavan, Narayana, Hari, 
Vasudeva, or Paramesvara; and the goodness, 
wisdom and love irradiated in finite man 
through the Divine incarnation, Krsna- 
‘avatara’. Vasudeva-Krsna is all three cate¬ 
gories harmoniously blended in the Bhagavata. 

Bhagavan is the Absolute Brahman from the 
cosmic viewpoint, the Absolute as compre¬ 
hended by finite man’s desire and reason. It 
is due to His grace, maya or creative joy that 
Bhagavan, Narayana or the Primal Person, in 
whose cosmic (virat) body with its thousand 
faces, hands, feet and crowns the entire uni¬ 
verse is conceived (kalpito lokavistarah, Bha¬ 
gavata, I, 3, 3 and XI, 2, 41), assumes human 
nature as Krsna. Krsna incarnates Himself in 
all finite beings, and unaffected by the world 
of change leads them to universal salvation 
where His Divine integrity (acyuta, akhandita) 
and infinity are revealed. While the universal 
incarnation of Bhagavan does not add to or 
subtract from His integrity or infinity, it pro¬ 
vides the basis and impulsion of universal 
salvation “towards which the whole creation 
moves”. The Advaita Vedanta, the Mahayana 
and the Bhagavata equally stress the ideal of 
universal salvation or ‘sarva-mukti’ as the goal 
of the cosmic process. In the Upanisads we 
do not find the use of the word Bhagavan, 
literally the Adorable One, in the sense of the 
Supreme or the Absolute at all. Throughout 
the Bhagavata, however, Brahman, Bhagavan 
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and Krsna are triune simultaneous inflections 
of the Supreme or the Absolute. In the words 
of Radhakrishnan, “these [poises of Being] 
do not succeed each other in time. It is an 
order of arrangement and logical priority, not 
of temporal succession.” 

Much of the Western misunderstanding of 
the synthesis between non-dualism and per¬ 
sonal theism in Indian mysticism obviously 
proceeds from the tendency to regard God or 
Bhagavan as phenomenal and the Absolute or 
the Brahman as real and to view the Supreme 
as either the one or the other. 

The Bhagavata (I, 7, 10) remarks that the 
contemplatives, though they are absorbed in 
the bliss of their own self and completely 
emancipated, still continue to be devoted to 
Hari, the personal God; such is the glory of 
Hari. Mystical consciousness, as contrasted 
with religious rationalism, does not regard the 
Absolute or Brahman, God or Bhagavan and 
the spiritual adventure of man or the world 
process in any way exclusive of one another. 
We have here certainly a more balanced, inte¬ 
grated view of the Supreme, underlined by the 
concept of incarnation (avatara) or descent of 
the Divine into the world, by which the Multi- 
souled (asesatma) God voluntarily accepts 
human limitations and sufferings and brings 
man, a part of Himself, nearer to His gracious 
purpose. The Bhagavata again and again as¬ 
serts that this is the supreme mystery. 
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The Doctrine of Universal Incarnation and 
Universal Salvation 

“Though I am unborn and eternal by nature, 
and though I am Is vara or the Lord of all 
Creatures, I act and enjoy in complete non¬ 
attachment. Formless and Transcendent as I 
am, through my miiya I come into empirical 
existence”, says the Bhagavadgita (IV, 6; IX, 
11; IV, 13). The Bhagavata similarly asserts; 
“Vasudeva or the Universal Self through his 
own power (maya) manifests Himself and 
shines within a finite creature just as fire does 
in faggots” (I, 2, 31-34). Again, “God is the 
Master Actor who plays different roles in 
different guises on the universe-stage. He hides 
Himself in finite creatures in His inscrutable 
art. The Creator’s play (lila) represented in 
the manifestation of manifold names and forms 
(nama-rfipa), the undevoted by mere clever¬ 
ness of discourse cannot unravel, just as the 
dominating sentiment (rasa) underlying the 
speech and performance in a drama cannot be 
enjoyed by the naive (I, 3, 36-37). Or, “Just as 
power (bhaga) is my Divine (Isvara) status, 
so tender and worshipful devotion to Me is the 
highest end (labha), the identification between 
the self and Brahman the highest knowledge 
(vidya), and the evil deed the highest shame 
(jugupsa)” (XI, 19, 40). In the profound 
mystery of the universal lilavatara God enters 
into all beings in the entire range of his own 
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creation—devas, asuras, men, animals and 
birds, and remaining aloof goes through 
the cycle of life for the Divine purpose. (Bha- 
gavata I, 2, 33-34). Through His sheer sport¬ 
iveness He becomes spontaneously and eter¬ 
nally manifold in the world process. The 
purpose of the universal incarnation is that the 
suffering of finite creatures should end and that 
they all seek reality and goodness. 

Thus does the Bhagavata reconcile the anti¬ 
nomies of transcendence, immanence and in 
carnation through living mystical experience. 
It starts from the traditional doctrine of the 
identity of the three categories of Being: the 
Absolute or Paramatman; God or Bhagavan; 
and God-man or Kisna; and reaches out to 
universal manifestation (sarva-rxipa), universal 
incarnation (sarva-avatara) and universal 
salvation (sarva-mukti), taking over the histo¬ 
rical and the finite into the Absolute and the 
Infinite. The Religion of God and the Absolute 
thus becomes the Religion of Man. The way 
to the Absolute (brahman), the Eternal 
(amrtam) and the Real (satyam) is through 
the sense of universal immanence or incarna¬ 
tion (sarva-avatara): “The wisdom of the wise 
and the cleverness of the intelligent are to at¬ 
tain the Real and the Immortal through the 
unreal (anrtam) and the mortal (martya) 
(Bhagavata XI, 29, 22). 
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The Meaning of Rdsa-sport: the Collective 
Adventure and Bliss 

This profoundly mystical teaching, rooted in 
the identification of the three inflections of the 
Supreme: first, the Absolute Brahman, second 
(the Personal) Bhagavan (literally, the posses¬ 
sor of power), Narayana (literally the basis 
and the goal of mankind) or God, and third, 
the incarnate Kisna or God-in-man (and in 
every creature) finds its subtle and deep 
metaphorical expression in the Rasa-panca- 
dhyaya. Mysticism speaks in the language of 
metaphor, myth, allegory and symbol; and the 
appeal of the Rasa-pancadhyaya to the Indian 
religious sentiment across the centuries lies in 
its vivid portrayal of the deepest mystical ex¬ 
periences in the garb of metaphor, play and 
gesture. The very opening stanzas of the 
Riisa-pancadhyaya speak of the “why” of 
samsara or the world, the scene of man’s good 
and evil, ignorance and illumination. It is the 
yogamaya of Bhagavan that explains the world 
process, the manifestation of Krfna, the Gopis, 
space-time, the fragrant and resplendent 
autumn night on the bank of the Yamuna and 
the fascination and sport of Krsna. The sport 
or Ilia of God is spontaneous; it is the spill 
of his unfathomable bliss. God remains com 
pletely unattached in this Ilia. Hence this 
effortless Divine adventure, without any 
special purpose, is called Yoga-maya. But what 
2 
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is the Absolute’s creative joy or God’s as¬ 
sumption of human nature is man’s deliver¬ 
ance. The Absolute Brahman includes both 
Bhagavan and maya, both the God of rehgious 
experience and the incomprehensible, creative 
impulse, due to which God delights in mani¬ 
festing and spreading out the illusion of sam- 
sara, and the inexplicable ignorance (avidya) 
by which man identifies himself with his ap¬ 
parent mortal self and the phenomenal world 
with the real and the true (Bhagavata, VII, 3, 
33-34). But the Divine maya (devi) is at once 
the unfathomable darkness of man’s egoism 
and ignorance (avidya) and the perennial 
autumn moon-light of his illumination and 
spiritual joy (vidya)—the infinite potentiahties 
of human nature. 

The first descent, then, is from Brahman 
which is absolutely relationless and self-suffi¬ 
cient, integral and incapable of division (turlya, 
acyuta, akhandita, aksara) into Bhagavan or 
Personal God—which is Brahman actualised 
in human experience and worshipped as the 
goal of human perfection. The second descent 
is that from the pure cosmic body of intelli¬ 
gence (rupam visuddham sattvamurjitam) of 
Bhagavan—the infinite source and reservoir of 
all incarnations—to his supreme incarnation in 
the world, Krsna. This is another possibility 
of Brahman which is actualised. Krsna by His 
volition (cit-sakti) assumes various human 
forms for the sake of man’s universal re- 
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demption. Yet there is no bondage for Him 
(Rasa-pancadhyaya V, 35). Through His 
eternal sportiveness, called maya, Krsna trans¬ 
forms Himself into the apogee of Love and 
Bliss (Rasa-pancadhyaya IV, 2). He dwells 
in the hearts of the Gopis of Vraja, uproots 
their egoism and ignorance and engenders the 
purest bhakti which releases them from the 
bondage of the senses and the world. The ap¬ 
parent selves in men now shine in their full 
pristine radiance (Rasa-pancadhyaya IV, 10). 
Their material bodies are transformed into 
pure spiritual vehicles (Rasa-pancadhyaya I, 
11). Even in his waking consciousness man 
on the sands of the Yamuna realizes the 
Supreme Self or the Absolute as the Universal 
Seer and Witness (Prajna-Purusa, Rasa-panca¬ 
dhyaya IV, 9). In the yoga of the Bhagavata 
the contemplation and knowledge of the Gita 
not only find their consummation in ineffable 
bliss but the bliss is also collective (Rasa- 
pancadhyaya IV, 13). The ecstasy of universal 
salvation of the Bhagavata is grandly and 
uniquely symbolised by the circular ‘rasa’ 
dance in which the finite creatures see God in 
both His distinctiveness and universality, divi¬ 
siveness and integralness (Rasa-pancadhyaya 
V, 3-4) as He multiplies Himself dancing simul¬ 
taneously with each and all (tasam madhye 
dvayordvayoh, Rasa-pancadhyaya V, 3-4). God 
interacts with primal matter and the senses,, 
what in the Bhagavata is called mula-prakrti,. 
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and thus Krsna and the world become both 
equally real. 


The Reality of the World Process 


It is a false reading of Indiaii philosophy to 
regard the world as an illusion and snare and 
the temporal process as a calamity. According 
to the Bhagavata the world is God’s visible, 
material body through which He enjoys His 
senses, ‘prana’, mind, ‘gunas’ and sense-objects. 
Yet even then He persists in His own Supreme 
abode (paramadhama); for He is the ancient 
Person, the immutable Brahman or Atman 
beyond the polarity of opposites, being and 
non-being, creation and silence. He pervades 
the world through both His unmanifest and 
infinitely variegated forms. Both conscious¬ 
ness and materiality (cid-acit-sakti) are God’s 
powers. It is these which constitute His maya 
through which all individual souls that lie dor¬ 
mant in Him are led to the experience of 
diverse names and forms in the world process 
(Bhagavata, VIII, 3, 32-34). The world, the 
days and nights on the Yamuna and the brides 
of God are willed by Bhagavan (manah cakre) 
and hence are real. Krsna did not break in 
upon the life and affairs of Vraja only once. 
Every episode in Gokula is full of sacred 
import; for Krsna reveals and sports Himself 
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in it. Kifina though He is pure, formless con¬ 
sciousness (arfipasya cidiitmanah) by His 
maya-power bodies forth in numerous incarna 
tions, full of sacred mystery, and makes every 
event in the historical process fraught with 
the Divine purpose (Bhagavata, I, 3, 29-30). 
Nor are the Divine incarnations exclusively 
human; for out of Him as fragments have 
emerged all creatures, gods, men, animals and 
birds (Bhagavata, I, 3, 5). All beings on the 
sands of the Yamuna are His incarnations 
(Bhagavata I, 2, 34, I, 3, 29-30). 


The Brides of God, the Supreme Justifications 
of the Divine Incarnation 

Krsna and the brides of God (vallavis) ai'e 
both pure, formless consciousness (cinmaya) 
and material bodies, mortal and immortal, and 
their interplay is an acute yet eternal tension 
and movement. The ‘rasa’ dance on the banks 
of the Yamuna is one of Krsna’s blessed incar- 
nation-adventures, full of profound meaning 
for man and his destiny. Man is simultaneous¬ 
ly real and unreal, both truth and maya. This 
is the great mystery of the human adventure. 
In the mystic state man becomes Brahman, 
Bhagavan and Krsna in one. Piercing the 
screens of avidya he then merges the apparent 
private self into the absolute Universal Self, 
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called indifferently Brahman, Paramatman or 
Krsna. The third poise of the Supreme, viz., 
Krsna or God-man is incarnation in the flesh 
and in samsara and the lesson of the Bhagavata 
is man’s realization of the Absolute through 
profound intimacy with God as his beloved 
(vallavl or Krsna-vadhu) in the everlasting 
rasa-episode of the ever-recurring autumn 
moon that transforms samsara into moksa, the 
world of change, bondage and sorrow into 
eternity, freedom and bliss. The rasa is pre¬ 
ceded by the profound longing of the Brides 
of the Lord (Kr.sna-vadhfis), and their first 
meeting with Him in the forest under the 
autumn full moon. Then intervene poignant 
episodes of the Lord’s sudden disappearance 
due to their pride followed by their ardent self- 
forgetful quest and perception of His presence 
everywhere on the sands of the Yamuna. As 
the reunion comes there is collective exaltation 
in sport and dance in the gorgeous setting of 
Nature on the river bank in which the entire 
creation joins. This is a magnificent poetic 
description of savikalpa samadhi where the 
human mind eternally enjoys the Divine 
beauty and bliss and does not seek to merge 
itself in the Absolute. Rarely has poetry so 
grandly expressed the silence of love and con¬ 
templation. Finally, the mind and the creation 
relapse into the Absolute, Being or Non-Being. 
The Divine plan thus reaches its fulfilment. 
Yet the cycle of creation begins again—a 
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supreme mystery which man must accept in 
reverence. The Bhagavata, however, gives 
man the redeeming promise: “Though the 
Supreme Lord is omniscient and All-merciful, 
He in order to carry on His sport of this uni¬ 
verse, puts His creatures in situations where 
they have to constantly solicit His protection 
and devote themselves to His service.” 

In the redeeming shower of the Divine grace, 
all categories of Being are transcended—the 
different poises of Brahman, God and maya. 
Maya no doubt enmeshes man in the net of 
samsara, but God both by dwelling in his heart 
as Atman and by accepting the limitations of 
the human form and nature through His in¬ 
finite grace (anugrahaya bhutanam) directs 
universal salvation and subjugation of maya 
(Rasa-pancadhyaya X, 33, 36-37). It is the 
spontaneous Divine mercy that instils bhakti 
into man’s heart and removes both the shackles 
of karma and the screens of maya. The 
Bhagavata is full of instances of God’s re¬ 
demption of great sinners. Yet even the sinner 
perceives the indwelling of God and His human 
affection and tenderness rather than His 
majesty and power. In the case of the Gopis 
there is no worship, but unfettered, self-forget¬ 
ful, non-attached love towards, and communion 
with Krsna and this, according to the Bhaga¬ 
vata, is the highest bhakti. The Gopis are the 
most appropriate dramatis personae for the 
unfoldment of the Divine purpose in samsara; 
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and are indeed the supreme justifications of the 
Divine incarnation. Ihe Bhiigavata is first 
and foremost the religion of the humanity of 
God and the divinity of Man. 


The Dignity of the Finite Creature 


The Bhagavata is an ‘itihasa’ of God’s incar 
nation as man, of His descent to the earth in 
redemptive grace. With this descent the 
supreme majesty of God becomes the true 
dignity of the common man. The Bhagavata 
dharma is essentially the Religion of Man, of 
man not as the finite, earth-bound, wicked and 
dependent creature, but as the Divine frag¬ 
ment, worthy of the highest devotion and wor¬ 
ship. In fact it is mere idolatry and futile 
ceremony where man does not realize the 
immanence of God in all finite creatures nor 
reveres Him in and through them. Says the 
Bhagavata, “The duty of man is to worship 
all beings through charity (dana), reverence 
(mana), active benevolence (maitri) and iden¬ 
tity feeling (abheda) since I dwell in them and 
constitute their atman” (Bhagavata III, 29, 21, 
22, and 27). Even obeisance is due to the 
trees, animals, rivers, earth, fire, air, stars, sky 
and space comprising as these do God’s body 
(Bhagavata, XI, 2, 41). 
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The Identity Vision in Vraja 

There is hardly a more sublime picture of 
man’s equality and identity consciousness in 
Indian religious literature than the Bhagavata 
episode of Krsna’s creation out of Himself the 
shepherd boys and the cattle of Vraja when 
Brahma the Creator had stolen them all, chal¬ 
lenging Krsna’s Divine power. Krsna, the Lord 
of Vraja, after his futile search the whole day 
discovered Brahma’s trick and finally produced 
the entire herd and their keepers out of Him¬ 
self. The boys and the flocks would return 
home as usual every afternoon. But the 
mothers of Gokula as well as the cows began 
to experience an unwonted, tremendous swel¬ 
ling of affection and tenderness towards their 
offspring. Krsna transformed Himself into the 
whole Gokula, and elicited an infinite upsurge 
of affection directed as much towards Him as 
towards His mind-born boys and calves in their 
respective homes. Bhakti in the Bhagavata is 
nourished by the vision of equality or identity 
and spilled lavishly on all sides. The equality 
(abhinna-caksu) or identity vision (samadar- 
sana) of the Bhagavata, springing from the 
reverence and worship of man as God as a ripe 
fruit of pure knowledge and bhakti, can give 
largeness and balance to modern man’s egali¬ 
tarian outlook, and elevate and refine the pre 
sent world trend towards social equality and 
justice. 
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The Humanistic Ethics of the Bhdgavata 

A spirit of broad humanism permeates the 
thought and yoga of the Bhagavata. It under¬ 
lies their fusion of the “Goodness” of spiritual¬ 
ly directed action with the “Truth” of meta¬ 
physical theory and the “Bliss” of mystical 
experience. In the Bhagavata Sukadeva 
utters his Truth, but Truth is at once posited 
as equal-mindedness (satyam ca samadar- 
sanara, Bhagavata XI, 19, 37). The path of 
Enlightenment debouches in a state of Com¬ 
passion and Love to all as a way of Life (sarva- 
bhutadaya) and culminates in a higher cogni¬ 
tion and beatitude that constitute bhakti. The 
Bhagavata conception of mukti or salvation is 
envisaged in the triple Ways of Enlightenment 
(prajnana), Identity (para-bhakti), and Service 
(paramadharma). The fusion or interpenetra¬ 
tion of Wisdom, Beatitude and Compassion 
(daya) that we encounter in the Bhagavata 
can indeed broaden the love and deepen the 
wisdom of human civilization in the present, 
most perilous crisis of its long history. 

The Bhagavata marvellously depicts the 
oneness and correlativity in all life. It deve¬ 
lops with great insight and skill the metaphysi¬ 
cal doctrine of the Many in the One and the 
One in the Many, which provides the basis of 
its humanistic ethics and practical egalitaria¬ 
nism irradiated by the tender worshipfulness 
of the humble spirit. The Bhagavata doctrine 
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of Cosmic Personalism, which regards the 
world as the sphere of religious experimenta¬ 
tion, is essential to all higher mysticism and 
this is the essence of the modern religious 
world view. The motive of this religion grows 
out of a profound sense of personality, touched 
by the suffering of fellow-creatures, and the 
mystery of the world order. Both the doctrines 
of incarnation or the descent of God into man 
and of immanence or His acceptance in man 
and with man of His creatureliness provide the 
foundations in the Bhagavata of His participa¬ 
tion in the human order. Parallel to the 
famous passage of the Gita in respect of the 
Divine incarnation (iv. vii) we have a similar 
passage in the Bhagavata (IX, 24, 56), speak¬ 
ing of the Lord Hari manifesting Himself on 
the earth as righteousness wanes and as sin 
increases. In the Visnu Purana we also read 
that the absolute Brahman has assumed human 
form (narakrti) and descended on the earth as 
Krsna. A more pregnant passage in the Maha- 
bharata (Drona parva, XXIX, 32-34) speaks 
of God sharing the vissicitudes of man k ind. 
“The Supreme is ever ready to protect the 
world. He divides Himself into four forms and 
thus secures its well-being. One form (as 
rsi) undertakes penance dwelling on the 
earth (for its welfare); another (as mentor) 
witnesses the earth where people are engrossed 
in doing both good and evil deeds; the third 
manifests Himself in the human world and 
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accepts the bondage of actions; while the 
fourth is plunged in deep slumber for a thou¬ 
sand years (in which all creatures find their 
final collective salvation).” The Bhagavata 
develops this ancient tradition of humanism 
and gives it a profound metaphysical and 
mystical import. It declares that Vasudeva 
Krsna, the soul of all creatures, hides Himself 
and becomes incarnate as a finite creature 
(dehl) through His maya for the welfare of the 
world (jagaddhitaya). Krsna’s incarnation is 
not a single episode in Vraja for the welfare 
of the Gopas and Gopis, but is universal for the 
liberation of all finite creatures. The meta¬ 
physical foundations of Bhagavata humanism 
were laid, first, in the mystical doctrine of 
universal incarnation and universal salvation, 
linked with the identification of the Absolute, 
God and Krsna-incamation, and, second, in the 
Saiikara Vedanta, which rather than the 
Saiikhya governs the premises of the Bhaga- 
vata. The Bhagavata follows the Kevala- 
Advaita doctrine that the self as lived and 
known is genuinely identical with the non-self, 
so that altruism or equality flows from the re¬ 
lation of identity in knowledge, and egoism 
becomes the outcome of ignorance or illusion. 
But in the Bhagavata bhakti adds a new impul¬ 
sion to the metaphysical principle of equality. 
The social and intellectual climate of India that 
witnessed the successive ascendancy of Bud¬ 
dhist, Saiva and Vaisnava bhakti and com- 
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passion transformed the doctrinal unity 
grounded in philosophical idealism into a living 
code of sharing and solidarity for all-liberation. 

The sense of equality of all finite creatures 
and of self-abasement before Krsna with the 
complementary stress on His grace and com¬ 
passion engender a strong sense of human 
brotherhood embracing the fallen and the 
ignorant. The easy access to Krsna’s com¬ 
passion breeds an unflagging interest in lost 
human souls and a zealous endeavour to leave 
none out of the ambit of His redeeming love. 
All this completely transforms the configura¬ 
tion of the Divine Personality through the all- 
too-human needs of succour and security. 

The gracious and charming aspects of Krsna 
are assimilated in the Bhagavata into the ideas 
of the Brahman or Absolute and of the Holy 
and Cosmic of Vasudeva. If Vasudeva has His 
majestic gestures of protection and beneficence, 
Krsna in his ‘natavara’ form has his homely 
charms with his shining peacock feather, the 
‘karnikara’ blossoms hanging from his ears, his 
garland of wild flowers, and, above all, the lure 
of his melodious flute. Such is the fascination 
of Krsna as a Kinsman (svajana) of the GopTs 
welded into a holy, worshipful brotherhood 
that also includes the birds and beasts of 
Gokula. In the Bhagavata XII, 11, 10-20 we 
have a most interesting modern explanation of 
the symbolism of Krona’s garland (i.e. Maya), 
jewel (i.e. effulgence of pure Self), yellow ap- 
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parel (i.e. rhythm of creation), twin Kundalas 
(i.e. Sankhya and Yoga) and adornment on 
his head (i.e. Brahma-loka or status of Isvara) 
that represent aspects and attributes of the 
Absolute. 

Marvellous visions of beauty, love and good¬ 
ness are no doubt woven into the texture of 
the cosmic immensity of the Lord in the 
Bhagavata. But the Lord is, above all, sarva- 
bhuta-hrdaya, sensitive to the pain, sin and 
suffering of humanity. On the one hand, Grod 
accepts in the Bhagavata the limitation and 
imperfection of man. On the other hand, the 
Divine self-surrender of love requires from 
man, God’s partner in creation, reciprocating 
love, service and sacrifice. Thus do love and 
sharing keep the whole creation moving in 
which God and man are joined to each other in 
eternal, self-transcending ties and there is no 
deliverance of either. Neither God lives in His 
bleak, transcendental isolation (kaivalya) nor 
does man accept his personal salvation or 
immortality. Rather, unable to bear the sorrow 
of fellowmen, man seeks to suffer it himself 
through residing in the hearts of each. Has 
not, the Bhagavata asks, the Blue-throated God 
Siva drunk poison in order that the world may 
be saved? Prahlada remonstrates with the 
munis who forsake the world selfishly for their 
personal salvation, and chooses the path of 
service for fellow-creatures, even denying him¬ 
self God’s preferred benediction and at the risk 
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of his own salvation. But the climax is reached 
when a king unable to endure the suffering of 
fellow-creatures in the world embraces it 
himself for their relief by entering into their 
bodies, and abandons the supreme status of 
the Creator or freedom from the round of 
births. Rantideva says: “I do not desire the 
most supreme condition of Is vara (god-hood) 
nor the eight kinds of success (yoga achieve¬ 
ment) nor the cessation of births or release 
from samsara. I solicit the sorrow of all living 
creatures as if I were dwelling in their bodies 
so that they may become free from pain.” 

“Na kamaye’ ham gatimisvaratparam 
astardhiyuktamapunarbhavam va 
artim prapadye ’ khiladehabhajam 
antahsthito yena bhavantyaduhkhah” 

(Bhagavata IX, 21, 12) 

The king adds that his own hunger, thirst, 
fatigue, lassitude of body, weakness, unrest, 
sorrow, despondence and ignorance are all 
extinguished through bestowing the water of 
life to the needy ones who want to live. The 
above echoes many fervent passages in the 
magnificent Mahayana poem of Santideva, the 
Siksasamuccaya (7th century A.D.), devoted 
to the Bodhisattva’s inexhaustible and peerless 
passion in giving and sharing. Thus is uniquely 
and ardently set forth in a Hindu scripture for 
the first time the humanistic doctrine that it is 
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compassion and sharing which lead to yoga 
knowledge and realization of the Deity. The 
Bhagavata, like many a Mahiiyana text, vigo¬ 
rously expands the truth that compassion 
opens the gate of wisdom, and that spiritual 
beatitude culminates in human goodness and 
sharing—an essential ingredient of the religion 
of the future. 


Metaphysics and Ethics in the Bhdgavata 

The Bhagavata effectively bridges the gulf 
between realism and transcendentalism, pre¬ 
supposing the basic unity of Purusa or Cosmic 
Personality and all other beings and its mani¬ 
festation and interpenetration in numerous 
forms, quantities and relations of existence. It 
develops the Rgvedic notion of the Cosmic 
Man or Purusa for comprehending the identity 
of man, God and nature. Before Bah and 
Yasoda Krsna shows his cosmic body—^the 
universe itself. Purusa in the Bhagavata does 
not remain the transcendent Godhead—the 
prime cause and ground of existence beyond 
man’s comprehension; He not only projects the 
universe out of Himself as the spider does the 
web, but also incarnates Himself in every finite 
creature. Thus man and the world process 
become divine. In the realm of existence God 
is the only Actor in a developing eternal drama 
of universal salvation, enacting all human roles 
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according to the differences in functions and 
attributes of individuals that are manifest 
according to His wish. The Cosmic Person is 
Actor and Indweller in the hearts of all beings, 
and is at the same time full, all-encompassing 
and unattached like the sky. “With an un¬ 
defiled mind one should observe in all crea¬ 
tures as well as himself only Me, the Supreme 
Atman, who am both inside and outside, and 
unobstructed and all-pervasive like the sky.” 

Mameva sarvabhiitesu bahirantarapavrtani 
Iksetatmani catmanani yatha khamama- 
lasayali 

(Bhagavata XI, 29, 12) 

The realm of existence is conceived in the 
Bhagavata as a stage of reciprocal participa¬ 
tion of beings and their conditions, and the 
emphasis laid on the community of spirits reci¬ 
procating in their mutual relation, the love of 
God. No doubt such a metaphysics is more 
satisfying to the conscience of mankind than 
the idea of the separation between finite selves, 
and the behef in the personal immortality of 
the metaphysically isolated individual which 
dominates the West. 

In India it is the universality and imperson¬ 
ality and not the finitude and separation of the 
self that are posited. These also underlie the 
doctrines of pan-karma, metempsychosis and 
pan-salvation grounded in the value-character 
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and orderliness of Reality. All finite selves 
after an orderly succession of births and re¬ 
births eventually free themselves from the 
cycle of ‘karma’ and of births and deaths that 
are all due to illusion or ‘maya’ and that can 
be overcome through non-attachment, wisdom 
and goodness (Bhagavata, X, 1, 38-44). The 
Divine purpose being fulfilled, the finite self 
withdraws into the Supreme Self or Absolute. 
That is a state beyond existence (sat) and non¬ 
existence (asat), in which any desire to create 
or individuate is completely extinguished. 
Thus metaphysics and eschatology supply the 
basis of ethics; both the nature of the ultimate 
reality and man’s own spiritual essence impel 
him through a cycle of births and rebirths to¬ 
wards the consummation in which there are 
universal perfection and universal silence. 

Such a doctrine has a significant bearing on 
the moral issue of this age. The appreciation 
of the eternal and universal values of com¬ 
munion (prema), compassion (karuna) and 
bliss (ananda) focussed in an impersonal-cum- 
personal Deity, in which man seeks and finds 
complete fulfilment, complete reality and com¬ 
plete identity (aptakama, atmarama), pro¬ 
motes the grand aim of universal salvation 
(sarva-mukti) or world deliverance. It leads 
to the identification of ‘samsara’ with ‘nirvaria’, 
of suffering with enlightenment, and of good¬ 
ness or compassion with reality and sets at rest 
the struggle between individual and super-in- 
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dividual values which the various ethical sys¬ 
tems of the West have often found so difficult 
to harmonise. The supreme truths of the 
Bhagavata can only be understood in commu¬ 
nion, compassion and bliss, that is to say, in 
Narayana-Krsna or the Universal Self and 
sarva-mukti or universal salvation, and these 
can counteract the crisis in modern world cul¬ 
ture by abolishing the dichotomy between the 
individual and the community, the starting 
point of the rival philosophies of liberal indi¬ 
vidualism and socialist collectivism now ranged 
against each other in a cold global war. 


The Doctrine of Universal Redemption 

“That which is sin is also wisdom, samsara is 
also nirvana” (Yah samsarah sa nirvano yah 
klesah sa bodhi) is the famous dictum of 
universal nirvana in Mahayana Buddhism. 
The corresponding famous dictum of the 
Bhagavata is: “God or Isvara enters into all 
finite creatures through fractionalising Himself 
as jivas” (Isvaro jivakalaya pravisto bhagava- 
niti (III, 29, 21-22 and 34). The immanence of 
God in every man, however fallen and degrad¬ 
ed he may be, is his supreme hope and 
promise. “To serve the creatures is to serve 
the Buddhas”, is the essence of Mahayana 
worship. Bhagavata-worship rests on the simi¬ 
lar creed that “the supreme worship of man 
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is to find and serve Krsna in all finite crea¬ 
tures” (Bhagavata XI, 2 , 45, XI, 15, 36, XI, 29, 
19). The Bhagavata doctrine of sarva-mukti 
(as contrasted with sva-vimukti), based on the 
immanence of the Divine, is excellently pre¬ 
sented in Prahlada’s famous hymn to God 
Nrsimha (Bhagavata VII, 9, 40-44). Asked 
graciously by the Lord to obtain his liberation 
Prahlada refuses a lone, exclusive liberation 
for himself, and pleads that since he is occupied 
with service to God’s own dear fellow-creatures 
he has no desire to cross over to the other 
shore. God is the friend of the suffering 
(artabandhu) who bestows his special favour 
on the ignorant and the miserable, and he 
prays to Him in the true spirit of Mahayana 
compassion: “Gods and saints often seek their 
individual salvation (sva-vimukti) observing 
rigid silence in solitude (vijane) without caring 
for others, and forsaking the afflicted ones 
(krpana) of the world. But I do not want 
liberation for myself alone. Nor do I find any 
other refuge than Yourself, for the multitude 
(jiva-rasi), wandering to and fro in the cycle 
of samsara”. The service to feUowmen, in 
whom God dwells, itself brings about salva¬ 
tion. The multitudinous life is essentially One, 
i.e. Krsna, and thus the moksa of one is the 
moksa of all. From the universal incarnation 
of Krsna proceed the moral imperatives of 
universal charity (dana), universal amity (sar- 
vabhutesu sauharddam) and reverence for all 
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creatures (mana) and the religious goal of col¬ 
lective salvation (sarva-moksa). In Bhagavata- 
dharma, universal redemption (moksa) is as 
much stressed as in the Mahayana, grounded 
on the historical process of the universal in¬ 
carnation of Krsna—the identification of Krsna 
with complete reality (Krsnastu bhagavan 
svayam, Bhagavata I, 3, 28), on the one hand, 
and the perpetual incarnation of God, accord¬ 
ing to the Divine impulse, as finite creatures 
in the world process on the other (atmecchaya 
atmakrita svetu paripasya yah). The Religion 
of Man, which is the supreme discovery of 
Indian piety and mysticism in the early centu¬ 
ries of this millennium, is the creed of univer¬ 
sal incarnation of God, universal salvation of 
all finite creatures and universal sharing and 
compassion. It is probable that Mahayana 
Buddhism, with its doctrines of universal ‘nir¬ 
vana’ and universal ‘bodhi’ that lingered in the 
Tamil land till at least the 7th century A.D. 
when Hiuen-Tsang visited (640 A.D.) KMcI- 
pura, perhaps the city which saw the composi¬ 
tion of the Bhagavata, gave this impress on 
the neo-Bhagavata-Krsnaism. Dharmapala, Pre¬ 
sident of Nalanda before Silabhadra, was 
born in Kancipura and rejected the hand of a 
princess of KancI for the sake of monkhood and 
died about 560 A.D. Hiuen-Tsang describes 
the Buddhist monastery of this city as one of 
the biggest centres of Buddhist learning, a 
rendezvous for the most eminent men of the 
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country, whither Rocked 300 monks from 
Ceylon at the time of the Chinese pilgrim's 
visit. Here is a Bhagavata passage pertaining 
to the world appearance (XI, 13, 34) which is 
reminiscent of Madhyamika Buddhist logic: 
“The world is the sport (vilasa) of the mind, 
disappearing no sooner than it is apprehended 
and resembling the revolving fire-brand (alata- 
cakra) in its momentariness and illusion.” 
(ikseta vibhramamidam manaso vilasaip, 
drstam vinastam-atilolamalata-cakram.) It is 
also significant that the active Bhagavata vir¬ 
tues of charity (dana), reverence of life 
(mana), active benevolence (maitri) and iden- 
tity-mindedness (abheda-drsti), attributed to 
the true worshipper who realises Krsna in all 
finite creatures, are identical with those of the 
Bodhisattva of the Mahayana who seeks uni¬ 
versal, and not personal ‘nirvana.’ 


The Reconciliation of Absolutism and Relati¬ 
vity, of Transcendence and Immanence of 
Deity 

In Western philosophical realism, the con¬ 
ception of the Supreme as the Absolute largely 
eschews all relations, internal or external, as 
unreal. Bhagavata-Krsnaism connotes absolu¬ 
tism and at the same time external relations 
and relativity, internal relations and at the 
same time all-inclusiveness. Krsna does not 
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have the human form of enjoyment, not even 
its abstract equivalents. He has enjoyment or 
“bliss” on a radically higher dimension. It is 
on the higher dimension again that Krsna is 
present in the finite creature. He has His 
effective and active relations with His fellow- 
men; while His concrete reality exists in men 
as they can with their finitude intuit it.^ There 
is also in Krsna-Bhagavatism the notion of the 
trend towards perfection of both man and the 
world. Bhagavata-Krsnaism makes the deity 
appear and reappear in the world as God-man 
and as a fragment in each man to enable the 
world to reach perfection and man to attain 
divinity. There is accordingly a marked dif¬ 
ference between the theism of the Bhagavata 
and traditional Western theism. In the former, 
the Absolute (Brahman), the Personal God 
(Bhagavan) and the world-process are identi¬ 
cal. This identity proceeds from ineffable 
mystical experience in which both the notions 
and relations of transcendence and incarnation 
disappear. In the latter, the Absolute, God 
and nature are different entities. 

Krsna exists, as Alexander would say, only 
in the striving of the world to realise Him, to 
help, as it were, the birth. “The continual 
change and movement of things through the 

1. Compare Hartshorne; “God a-s Absolute, Yet 
Related to All”, Review of Metaphysics, September 
1947. 
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Divine nisus moves ever upwards, towards 
ever higher, richer and more perfect forms.” 
According to Whitehead, “The Divine plan en¬ 
visages beauty of experience, happiness, in 
endlessly increasing variety and total intensity 
in the creatures and in God as embracing the 
creatures.” As God Krsna pre-supposes mind 
and all its creations of truth, beauty and 
goodness, but the ‘bhakta’ knows that He is not 
exhausted by them. He is the symbol, the 
Beyond. His body, which man’s intellect can 
comprehend, is the whole world of Nature, the 
three Worlds (tribhuvana) which Krsna as a 
baby engulfs in his tiny mouth before the awe 
struck Yasoda, and which as Trivikrama He 
encompasses by a single step. His conscious¬ 
ness is the whole world of human values and 
satisfactions which He as Rasa-prada dispenses 
to mankind in the ‘rasa’-festival. In the 
Bhagavata phraseology the Deity is both Infi¬ 
nite and Finite, impersonal and personal, both 
the Cosmic Person (virat puru.sa) and the 
Prince of Shepherds, ‘Gopala’ of Vraja. Krsna, 
the incarnate personal God, the son of DevakT 
and Yasoda, is as incomprehensible and immea¬ 
surable as the transcendental deity. Says the 
Bhagavata, “He has no inside nor outside, 
neither east nor west, but He is east and west, 
inside and outside of the Universe, nay He is 
the Universe itself. Transcendental and incom¬ 
prehensible though He is, Yasoda regarding 
Him as a mortal and her own child bound him 
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to a wooden mortar used for husking rice” 
(Bhagavata, X, 9, 11). His true Being com¬ 
prises Pure Consciousness and Ineflfable Bliss, 
beyond the bounds of the intellect (Bhagavata, 
X, 14, 2-8). Bhakti is the way of access to 
both the personal God as well as the imperso¬ 
nal, and universal Paramatman or Brahman, 
Bhakti relates value to reality, finds God as 
both Truth and Goodness. It comprises the 
infinitely expanding and deepening (krama- 
vardhamanam suksmataraiii) realm of values 
that are “in, of and for persons”, Krsna em¬ 
bodying the entire range of values—(akhila- 
rasamrtamurti). Each person can find in 
Kisna the supreme excellences and values he 
looks for: Krsna is Superman for the common 
man, the God of Love for women, the Kinsman 
for the Gopas, the Censor for wicked princes, 
the Son for all parents, the Infinite Being for 
the indiscriminating and the Supreme Truth 
for the yogis (Bhagavata X, 43, 17). 

In the Caitanya school of Vaisnavism in 
particular the antinomies of perfection and 
imperfection, transcendence and immanence of 
God disappear. It is maintained that God is 
infinite and at the same time a Person. The 
limitation of personality does not apply to God, 
whose infinitude of goodness, power and love 
can be felt by every creature. The concept 
of incomprehensibility is introduced by Jiva 
GosvamI (acintya-bhedabheda) and Baladeva 
Vidyabhusana (acintya-visesa), among other 
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interpreters of the Bhagavata, to reconcile the 
principles of the unity, formlessness and at- 
tributelessness of Brahman with the plurality 
and qualifications of its qualities and functions. 
Thus has the philosophy of the Cosmic Per¬ 
sonality of the Bhagavata been the source of 
several Vaisnava doctrines, resolving the anti¬ 
nomy of monism and duahsm, perfection and 
limitation in the conception of the Divine Life. 

In the realm of human values, man seeks 
the Deity as he realises truth, beauty, goodness 
and charity in their infinite extensions and 
deepenings. Such realisation is the striving of 
each for all, as the Deity is one and the single 
whole in which all live in inexhaustible com¬ 
munion with one another in thought, word and 
deed (madbhavah sarva-bhiitesu manovak- 
kaya-vrttibhih) ( Bhagavata XI, 29, 19). The 
self-surrender of God and the reciprocity, de¬ 
votion and sacrifice of His own fragment, the 
finite man, keep alive the world-process in an 
infinitely continuing cosmic drama of love, 
goodness and charity. 


The Epic of Love, Goodness and Charity 

To read the Bhagavata as the epic of love, 
goodness and charity is to recover the ancient 
scripture and confirm and restate its truths 
and values in the context of the modern situa¬ 
tion. For truth and value are neither ancient 
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nor modern, but eternal. The Bhagavata 
‘dharma’ or the Religion of Lord Vasudeva is 
truly the Religion of Man that belongs to the 
mind and heart of mankind, past, present and 
future. Here is the kernel of the Religion of 
Man, woven out of the triple strands of univer¬ 
sal incarnation (sarvavatara), universal com¬ 
passion (sarvabhuta-daya) and universal salva¬ 
tion (sarva-mukti) that make up the texture 
of Indian religion and ethics: “Of all methods 
of the realisation of God, the best to My mind, 
is to look upon all creatures (a Candala, a cow, 
an ass and a dog) as Myself in thought, word 
and deed; to worship Me as the Indweller in 
all with charity (dana), active benevolence 
(maitrl), and sense of identity (abheda).” 
Such a religion is the easiest and simplest; for 
has it not been taught by Krsna to Uddhava 
who finds that the pursuit of the ‘yoga’ of 
non-dualism is extremely difficult due to the 
distraction of the senses and mind? Yet it is 
“perfect”, and “immutable and free from even 
the slightest risk of lapse”, because the sense 
of the identity of man and fellow creature 
and the resultant non-attachment lead to the 
Absolute and Transcendent (Bhagavata, XI, 
29, 19-20) . Finally, the ethics founded on the 
metaphysic of the indwelling of God in man is 
equalitarian, buoyant and dynamic. The 
Bhagavata asserts: “Withdrawal from activity 
and pure xmdifferentiated knowledge, if disso¬ 
ciated from devotion to God, the Indivisible and 
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the Transcendent, hardly shines. On the other 
hand, if all activity is dedicated constantly 
to God how can it be other than good even if 
it be not directly undertaken for His sake?” 
We have in the Bodhasara similar passages. 
“Activity is supreme worship as every act is 
done for the sake of God, the substance of 
goodness. Inactivity is supreme worship as it 
embodies the complete silence of meditation”. 
“The birth of man is supreme worship for the 
Transcendent Hari incarnates himself in man. 
Life is also supreme worship because life is 
consecration to the Divine purpose.” Human 
values cannot suffer a serious lapse due to the 
identity of the goals of ethics, religion and 
metaphysics, the combination of ‘bhakti’, 
knowledge and morality of the humble, sensi¬ 
tive and worshipful spirit. 

The prayer to God in the Bhagavata is this, 
“0, Lord, may good come to the universe. 
May the wicked turn to goodness. May all 
beings cultivate goodwill towards one another. 
May everybody think of the good of others. 
May our minds and those of universal huma¬ 
nity following the path of goodness in complete 
non-attachment, enter into God, who is Trans¬ 
cendent (adho’ksaja) and is at the same time 
the Substance of all Goodness” (V, 18, 9). The 
ardent worshipper of Krsna, Prahlada, prefer 
red the salvation of all human creatures with¬ 
out exception, including his own wicked and 
impious father, to his own release. According 
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to the Bhagavata both jiva-sakti and maya- 
sakti are eternal, evolving themselves in a con¬ 
tinuous, infinitely ramifying series. There is 
therefore, no possibility of the world process 
terminating itself if all liberation is posited. 
For time is infinite, and worlds and creatures 
are also limitless in number. God is ever- 
sportive and creates through his maya ever 
new worlds for His unending lila. God’s grace 
and man’s striving to deserve it through his 
goodness blossom forth endlessly. Prahlada’s 
magnificent hymn of universal goodness and 
universal redemption is imique in the world’s 
religions. 




II 


BHAGAVATA-DHARMA—THE 
RELIGION OF MAN 

The Greatest Scripture of India 

The Bhagavata is the greatest scripture of 
India. Its influence on the life of her milhons 
has been greater than even that of the Bhaga- 
vadglta. It has moulded the patterns of their 
devotion and worship from the middle ages 
right up to modern times. According to tradi¬ 
tion, the author of the Bhagavadgita and the 
Bhagavata is the same, viz. Vyasa. The Bhaga¬ 
vata embodies Vyasa’s lessons to his famous 
son ^ukadeva, the eternally emancipated one 
(nityasiddha). The Bhagavata, like the other 
scripture, is a blend in a S3mthetic and analytic 
manner of ‘brahma-vidya’ (metaphysics) and 
‘yoga-sastra’ (ethics). But it is in addition fine 
literature, leavened as it is with warm religious 
fervour and the imaginative sweep and breadth 
of Puranic story-telling. It touches all stages 
and aspects of life, culling tales from the lives 
of saints, warriors, priests and the common 
people. Different stations, ages and occupa¬ 
tions have their contributions to make to the 
unfolding drama of human-cum-divine love 
and goodness that constitutes its major theme, 
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The Bhagavata blends marvellous religious 
insight with lyrical intensity in the delineation 
of the Rasa episode, where entire Nature 
sympathetically reverberates to Krsna’s flute. 
It exhibits a unique dramatic vigour and ele¬ 
ment of artistic surprise in such memorable 
stories as those of Jada-Bharata, Yayati and 
Kucela. It unfolds the simple faith and piety 
of child Dhruva and Prahlada as well as the 
piteous surrender of Ajamila and the Elephant 
King. It harmonises the domesticity of Krsna 
in Dvaraka with His miracles in Vraja that the 
Gopis prize as thrice blest: “for hearing, for 
meditation and for the welfare of the world” 
(‘sravana-mangalam’, ‘dhyana-mangalam’ and 
‘visva-mahgalatn’). It reveals the cosmic, 
dynamic vision of the Lord in His human 
dwarf incarnation encompassing the three 
worlds by one step, and the awesome gigantic 
man-lion manifestation devouring Hiranya- 
kasipu. The Lord more often flits through the 
pages of the Bhagavata as the finite God-man 
Krsna, full of the milk of human kindness. He 
is found in the cottage of poor Vidura, in the 
fields and pastures of Vrndavana, playing with 
the shepherd boys and girls, and on the banks 
and bathing ghats of the Yamuna, alternately 
attracting and dismissing the Gopis from whom 
He elicits the entire gamut of self-consuming 
passion. Throughout the Bhagavata Krsna is 
divinely human. His presence on the earth 
indeed sends a thrill of delight through all 
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creation, and arouses in the common man be- 
yond-human upsurges of delight and devotion. 
Each man through the entire series of episodes 
described in the Bhagavata obtains from Him 
glimpses of the beyond-human, according to 
the level, station or phase of his life. Yet the 
tragedy of ‘samsara’ consists in this that often 
such glorious supernatural (aprakrta) visions 
as are vouchsafed to man do not change his 
evil nature and attributes. The yogamaya of 
the Lord that is past human understanding 
leads to his confusion and egoism. The wheel 
of ‘samsara’ thus revolves continuously, spit¬ 
ting the dirt and mud of desire, ignorance and 
sorrow. Seldom in the history of world litera¬ 
ture does one classic combine superbly the 
excellence of the narrative art covering the 
whole range of the human problems of good¬ 
ness and evil with the argument of high 
metaphysics and the fervour of sublime piety. 

Though Krsna is the teacher of both the 
Bhagavadgita and the Bhagavata, the latter 
because of its devotional attitude is par excel¬ 
lence the spiritual legacy of Krsna, whose name 
literally means ‘one who arouses love or devo¬ 
tion in air (karsati sarvam) and whose holiest 
word, the most secret of all, is: “Abandoning 
all rules of conduct, come to Me alone for 
refuge. Be not grieved, for I shall release thee 
from all evils” (Gita, XVIII, 66). The Bhaga¬ 
vata reiterates the supreme importance of faith 
and surrender (samarpana) to Vasudeva-Krsna 
4 
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abandoning all rules of conduct (dharman 
santyajya ananyabhavena) and ‘mam ekameva 
saranani yahi’ of the Bhagavata corresponding 
to the Gita’s ‘sarva-dharman parityajya mam- 
ekam saranam vraja) even more vigorously 
( XI, 11, 32-33, XI, 2, 36 and XI, 29, 33-34) and 
asserts that Vfisudeva embodies the ultimate 
Vedas, sacrifices, ‘yogas’, rituals, knowledge, 
penance, dharma and goal of life. 

All the four fold goals of life that are obtain 
ed through knowledge, ‘karma’, ‘yoga’, occupa¬ 
tion and righteousness are realised through 
‘bhakti’. The complete abandonment of all 
activities and surrender to Krsna are the way 
to immortal bliss (amrtatva) and transforma 
tion into the Divine (mayi-atmabhuyaya) cor 
responding to brahmabhfiyaya of the Gita. 
(Bhagavata, X, 30, 14). 

There is indeed no surer way to his well 
being for the man of ‘sanisara’ than bhakti 
yoga (Vasudeve bhagavati bhakti-yogo yato 
bhavet, Bhagavata, II, 2, 33). Ramacandra of 
the Ramayana and Krsna of the Visnu and 
Bhagavata Puranas are both incarnations of 
the Lord born to rescue a sick and immoral 
society. Ramacandra is the model of Righteous¬ 
ness, while Krsna is the model of Love, Beauty 
and Bliss. The entire conception of Dharma 
is radically transformed in the Bhagavata 
Dharma is righteous action in the Ramayana 
grounded in truthfulness, self-control and 
purity; in the Bhagavata it is the identification 
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of the human with the Divine Nature, of finite 
man or ‘jiva’ with ‘Bhagavan’ or ‘Purusa’ 
grounded in the supreme reciprocal surrender 
that love claims and receives. Ramacandra is 
the idol of profound adoration and veneration; 
Krsna is the focus of ecstatic love, exalting bliss 
and universal benevolence. The Bhagavata 
brought into Indian life a new accent in the 
concept of Dharma—the tender reciprocity 
between the Divine and the human spirit that 
speedily and spontaneously engenders supreme 
enlightenment, bliss and compassion merged in 
an integrated experience (Bhagavata, I, 2, 
6-22). The Bhagavata definitely stands against 
world flight and the quest of one’s salvation 
in loneliness without reference to the bondage 
and misery of fellowmen. It stresses an abun 
dant, active and unselfish life of goodness and 
service (karmana manasa vaca sarva-bhutesu 
suhrdain). God in the Bhagavata must be 
sought and worshipped in every finite creature 
(miimeva sarva-bhutesu); thus self-salvation 
becomes all-salvation (naitan vihaya krpanan 
vimumuksa ekah), and bhakti to the One 
service to All (.sivaya lokasya bhavaya bhut- 
aye). To regard and honour all fellow-beings 
as God and to have the same attitude towards: 
a thief and a saint, a ruffian and a kind man, a 
spark and the sun is the characteristic of the 
wise (Bhagavata, XI, 29, 13-14). Bhagavata 
dharma or the Religion of Man underlies the 
great socio-religious movements in India from 
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the 16th to the 19th centuries and the human¬ 
istic emphasis still holds good in the Indian 
ethos. 


The Ksatriya Seer and Teacher, Krsna 

Krsna-Vasudeva is by no means a legendary 
figure. Scholars generally are of opinion that 
Krsna was a most distinguished historical per¬ 
sonage in the post-Vedic period associated with 
the change of spiritual leadership in India from 
the hands of the priests and sacrificers to the 
Ksatriya and lay section of the community and 
to the munis, ascetics and wanderers of the 
forests (sramanas, carakas and parivrajakas). 
Kr.sna Devakiputra, was a most prominent 
Ksatriya seer and leader. He achieved an 
eminence in Indian thought greater than that 
of the four other great Ksatriya philosopher- 
kings, Ajatasatru of KasI, Asvapati Kaikeya 
(who taught the Brahmans the mystery of the 
Universal Self or Vaisvanara that is referred 
to in the Gita, XV, 14), Pravahana Jaivali 
(who taught the Brahmans the mystery of the 
mystery of the syllable Om indicated also in 
the Gita, XVII, 24) and King Janaka of 
Videha, whose court became practically the 
centre of Aryan wisdom and culture in later 
Vedic times. Krsna was the disciple of Ghora 
Ahgirasa, a priest of the Sun, and worshipper 
of the fire-god (Agni), who taught him the 
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highest wisdom “so that he never thirsted 
again”. It is probable that Krsna inherited the 
Dravidian religious tradition _ through his 
teacher Ghora Ahgirasa, since Aiigirasa Veda 
is connected in Vedic literature with Ghora, 
i.e. some dark practice derived from the auto¬ 
chthones of the land. The Mahabharata also 
mentions Krsna as having descended from 
Ahgirasa as ‘rtvik’ adept in the Vedahgas and 
also quoting AhgirasI Sruti as the highest 
learning (srutinam uttama srutih). From 
Ahgirasa he learnt a unique view of sacrificial 
offerings as well as of the nature of the self 
as the Absolute symbolised by the Sun. Krsna 
in the Chandogya Upanisad describes the Sun 
as “the noblest of all lights and beyond all 
darkness”. This is echoed in the Gita: “He is 
the Light of lights, said to be beyond dark¬ 
ness”. (XIII, 17). According to the Chandogya 
Upanisad Ghora Ahgirasa taught Krsna that 
righteous conduct—the practice of the virtues 
of austerity, charity, uprightness, non-violence 
and truthfulness—was as efficacious as fees 
(daksina) given to a sacrificing priest. The 
Upanisad observes: “When Ghora Ahgirasa ex¬ 
plained this to Krsna, the son of Devakl, he also 
mentioned that in the final hour one should 
take refuge in three thoughts. “Thou art the 
eternal (aksita), thou art the immovable 
(acyuta), thou art the very essence of life 
(prana)”. Krsna’s teaching in the Bhagavad- 
glta (VIII, 9, iO) is similar, viz. that at the 
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time of death one should meditate on “the 
Omniscient and primal Being, the Ruler, 
Subtler than the subtle, Supporter of all, whose 
form is beyond conception, who is the One Self 
—effulgent like the sun beyond darkness 
(iiditya variiatii tamasah parastat). In the Gita 
such epithets as the indestructible (aksara), 
immovable (acyuta) and quintessence of life 
(jivanam sarvabhutesu) are common. Like his 
great preceptor, the sage Ghora Aiigirasa, who 
is called Kisna Aiigirasa in the Kausitaki 
Brahmana (XXX, 6), and is probably a com¬ 
poser of some hymns in the Rg-Veda, Krsna 
challenged Vedic ritualism and stressed the 
significance of the moral life, the cultivation of 
austerity, charity, non-injury and uprightness. 
It is noteworthy that in the Digha-nikaya, the 
Ambattha-Sutta, mentions Rsi-Krsna (Kanha). 
This is of interest in Indian religious history 
since this part of the Digha-nikaya considers 
the views of prominent non-Buddhist teachers 
and founders of sects. The apotheosis of 
Krsna-Vasudeva seems to have been an accept¬ 
ed form of the Vedic god Visnu at the close 
of the Yedic period. According to the Tait- 
tirlya Aranyaka, Narayana, Vasudeva and 
Visnu are three aspects of the same god. In 
the Mahabharata we find the story that Paund- 
raka pretended to be Purusottama or Visnu and 
was known under the name of Vasudeva. He 
came in conflict with Krsna and met ultimate 
destruction at his hands. It was the Satvats, 
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an important branch of the Yadava race, who 
first recognised Ki sna not merely as their tribal 
hero and leader (Satvatam varah) but as the 
Supreme God, or the Sun whom he taught 
them to meditate upon. Vasudeva-Krsna’s 
identification with the Sun is indicated in the 
Mahabharata. Narayana observes: “Being like 
the sun, I cover the whole world with my rays, 
and I am also the sustainer of all beings and am 
hence called Vasudeva”. (XII, 341, 41). Thus 
Krsna came to be known as Vasudeva-Krsna 
and his worshippers were called Paiicaratras 
or Bhagavatas. The epic observes: “The Panca- 
ratra is represented as an independent religion 
professed by the Satvats, and is also called the 
Satvat religion; and Vasu Uparicara, who was 
a follower of that religion, is spoken of as 
worshipping the Supreme God according to the 
Satvat manner which was revealed in the be¬ 
ginning by the Sun.” Similarly the Bhagavata 
also indicates that Bhagavatism represents the 
Sfitvat rite in worshipping Vasudeva. “The 
Satvats worship Brahman as Bhagavan and as 
Vasudeva.” Again, “Krsna is Viisudeva among 
the Supreme Gods (Vasudevo bhagavatam), 
(XI, 16, 29). 

A Ksatriya seer and teacher Krsna thus 
was a historical personage who flourished 
about 1000 B.C., if we accept the Jain tradition 
of Krsna having preceded Parsvanatha (817 
B.C.) whose immediate Jain predecessor 
Tirthankara Ari|tanemi was the brother of 
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Vasudeva, Krsna’s father and taught the 
Satvats the worship of Sun and became later 
deified as Krsna-Vasudeva, the radiant Lord of 
the Sky. A Mathura inscription of the time of 
Great Saka Satrap Sodasa relates to the ‘Maha- 
sthana’ (literally sacred spot) of Bhagavato- 
Vasude (va) probably marking the holy spot 
of the birth-place of Krsna or the scene of his 
assassination of the tyrant Kainsa in this city. 
Vasudeva, according to the Mahabharata, was 
a Vrsni prince and head of the confederacy 
(Saiigha-mukhya) who foiled the attempt of 
Kamsa (whose sister DevakT was his mother) 
to become a tyrant through the subjugation of 
the Yadavas and killed him. This is attested 
not merely by tbe epic but also by the Ghata 
Jataka and the Puranas. But Krsna’s political 
exploits pale in their significance before his 
pre-eminence as an ‘acarya’. 


The Bhdgavata or the Adorable 

As early as about 500 B.C. Panini speaks of 
Vasudevaka as a person who worships Vasu- 
deva. This general appellation of the Supreme 
Lord was acquired by Krsna, the son of Vasu¬ 
deva of the race of Vrsnis. “Of the Vrsnis I am 
Vasudeva”, says Krsna in the Bhagavad-gita. 
Krsna-worship is thus pretty old. The Maha¬ 
bharata also mentions Krsna as having under¬ 
taken long courses of penance in the Hima- 
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layas, abolished human sacrifice in Magadha 
and avenged insults to womanhood in the Kuru 
country. Krsna’s opposition to the current 
Vedic religion is clearly indicated by certain 
passages that refer to Indra’s defeat and humi¬ 
liation at his hands, and by the worship of the 
Govardhana hill for the protection of shep¬ 
herds and cattle against the ancient worship of 
Indra. He came to be known among the 
Satvats as Vasudeva and as Bhagavan, while 
his more familiar appellations include Hari, 
Kesava, Govinda and Janardana. In Patanjali 
(150 B.C.) we find Vasudeva mentioned as 
Bhagavata, the term used by himself for the 
object of his worship, meaning the ‘Adorable’ 
(Bhagavata, XI, 16, 29). Vasudeva is not a 
mere Ksatriya but the word is the name of 
God in Patanjali who also refers to the Vrsni 
tribe, to Baladeva, Satyabhama and Akrura 
and to the legend of Vasudeva’s assassination 
of Karnsa being displayed in painted shows. 
Thus the main myth of Krsna religion, which 
we find elaborated later on in the Mahabharata 
and Harivamsa was quite popular by the 2nd 
century B.C. Kr.sna-Vasudeva’s cult was called 
the Bhagavata religion that according to the 
Mahabharata has been traditionally handed 
down by Vivas vat to Manu and by Manu to 
Iksvaku; Vivasvat, Manu and Iksvaku are 
obviously Ksatriya philosopher-rulers of the 
ancient days, and these very names occur in 
the list of the spiritual preceptors of the 
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Bhiigayatas or Pancaratrikas. Vaisampilyana 
in the Santiparva of the Mahabharata, mentions 
that “the duties of the ascetic class are told 
as well”. The way of sainnyasa or world-flight, 
though discussed in the Gita, does not corres¬ 
pond to the traditional teachings as handed 
down from Vivasvat for the Gita certainly 
prefers the way of ‘karma’ or action. Krsna 
mentions in the Gita that the “imperishable” 
Karmayoga, which is rather subtle (gahana 
karmano gatih) and had been practised by the 
Ksatriya race of India, “is now lost through 
long lapse of time”. (Gita, IV, 1-2). The 
Krsna religion reconciles the traditional ‘kar¬ 
mayoga’ of the practical kings and warriors of 
India with ‘jfuina-yoga’ or the way of Enlighten¬ 
ment involving the renunciation of the world 
(saninyasa) practised by the intellectuals after 
the Siinkhyas. The “ancient wisdom” (yogah 
puratanah of the Gita), the Bhagavata religion, 
was also called Nari'iyanlya Satvata and Aikan- 
tika (monotheistic), (the word ‘ekantin’ is used 
in the Bhagavata, VII, 6, 27, XI, 20, 34) and 
India’s most widely read scriptures obtained 
the names of the Bhagavadgita and the Bhaga¬ 
vata because these embodied the teachings of 
the Adorable Lord (Bhagavan). The Gita is 
also called in the Mahabharata, Hari-gita. The 
symbolic interpretation of sacrifices and the 
immanence of the Supreme, Eternal Self in 
Life and Action, which we meet with in 
Krsna’s teacher Ghora Ahgirasa, forestall the 
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teaching of the Bhagavadgita; while the Nara- 
yanlya or ‘Satvata’ religion, promulgated by 
Vasudeva’s double, Rsi Nara-Narayana, and 
described in the Narayaniya chapter of the 
Mahabharata, is essentially the same as Krsna 
Bhagavataism. Elsewhere we find Narayana 
identified with Krsna and Arjuna with Nara. 
In the Bhagavata we find the Cosmic Purusa 
or Visnu welcoming Krsna and Arjuna in His 
own manifestation. (Bhagavad-glta X). 


The Development of Bhagavataism or 
Krma-worship 

Krsna-Bhagavatism was essentially moral 
and mystical, and focussed a protest not only 
against ceremonialism and priesthood but also 
against religious rationalism. It reconciled the 
worship of the Deity with the transcendence 
of the Absolute, the Brahman or the Self as 
expounded in the Upanisads. The Maha¬ 
bharata repeatedly refers with respect to the 
Pancaratra or ‘bhakti’ literature which deals 
with the worship of Krsna Visnu as Narayana 
and Puru.sa. Such worship must have become 
popular among the lay populations of the 
large States rather than among the Brahman 
Schools. As early as the ^uhga period we find 
the worship of the image of Krsna as is evi¬ 
denced by the statement of Curtius that “an 
image of Herakles was carried in front of the 
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army of Puru as he advanced against Alex 
ander.” Scholars usually identify the Indian 
Herakles with Krsna. Megasthenes also obser 
ves: “Herakles was worshipped by the in 
habitants of the plains—especially by the 
Sourasenai (obviously, the Saurasenas), an 
Indian tribe, possessed of two large cities, 
Methora (or Mathura) and Kleisobara (or 
Krsnapura) and who had a navigable river, the 
Jobares (misprint for Jomanes or the river 
Yamuna), flowing through the territories.” 
The worship of the personal deity Krsna-Visnu 
Purusa derived its invaluable support from 
the early Vedic conception of the deity, Visnu 
or Purusa. The later Upanisads from about 
2.50 B.C. onwards preached the doctrine of 
isvara or Lord and of revelation vouchsafed 
to whomsoever the Lord chooses. The new 
theistic doctrine was preached by the Bhaga- 
vatas or Vasudevakas, named after Vasudeva, 
who is Krsna himself and is later identified in 
an Aranyaka with Visnu and Narayana and 
in the famous Besnagar inscription of the 
convert Heliodorus (the Greek envoy of King 
Antialkidas of Taxila) with the Supreme God, 
‘deva-deva Visnu’. Bhagavata Heliodorus 
pledges himself to the three cardinal virtues, 
the observance of which leads to immortality 
(amrta), viz. dama (self discipline), tyaga 
(charity) and apramada (alertness). This is 
an echo of a verse in the Mahabharata (Udyoga 
Parva, Sanatsujatiya, III, 23) where these 
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essential virtues are mentioned in the same 
order and as leading to immortality (amrtaTn- 
ahitam). This was in the first half of the 
second century B.C. when the cult of Vasudeva 
and Saiikarsana (later considered as Krsna’s 
brother) was mentioned as prevalent, espe¬ 
cially in Central India and the Deccan. In the 
Bhagavata there is a significant reference of 
the conversion of foreigners into Bhagavataism 
(II, 4,18)—the Kirata, Huna, Andhra, Pulinda, 
Pulkasa, Abhira, Sumha (Kaiika), Yavana 
and Khasa. Through the ages the Bhagavata- 
dharma and Vasudeva-cult that spread from 
the Yamuna valley to the Punjab, and to 
Central India, Rajputana and Maharashtra and 
thence to South India and became a popular 
creed throughout India by the 2nd century 
B.C. attracting foreigners and the mean and 
untouchable castes, became the inspiration of 
a social egalitarian movement. “Even the 
Candala is high if he repeats the name of God”, 
says the Bhagavata (III, 33, 7); “possessed of 
sincere faith and devotion, he is dearer to God 
than a Brahman, endowed with higher 
qualities but sadly lacking in faith”. Again, 
“he is truly wise who witnessing Me in all 
creatures makes no distinction between the 
Brahman and the Candala, between the thief 
and the Brahman devotee, between the cruel 
and the kind, between the Sun and the spark” 
(XI, 29, 14). The incarnation of God in every 
sentient creature becomes the cardinal tenet 
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of South Indian Vaisnavism. Charity (dana), 
reverence for life (mana), compassion (karu- 
na) and pity (maitri) are the essential virtues 
in the Bhagavata emerging from samadarsana. 
God enters into the myriad creatures of the 
world as jiva—fragment and as such must be 
ardently worshipped as Bhagaviin in every 
creature. (Bhagavata III, 29, 34, 37). Medha 
tithi, the commentator of Manu who flourished 
about 900 A.D. definitely mentions, along with 
Kulluka, that it is only the Candiila who is 
untouchable (asprsya) and the other castes are 
not. The Smrtyarthasara (1150 A.D.—1200 
A.D.) speaks of the untouchables entering 
temples. Such was the impact of the equalis 
ing outlook of Bhagavataism that was no mere 
formal doctrine in the early centuries of this 
millennium. 

Almost a whole millennium intervened 
between the times of the BhagavadgTta and the 
Bhagavata. The Narayanlya Upakhyana, the 
Sandilya Sutra, the Narada Pancaratra, the 
Narada Sutra, the Visnu Purana and the Isvara 
Samhita were among tho major ‘bhakti’-texts 
that had been compiled in the meanwhile. 
Among all these however the Bhagavata, no 
doubt, is the most important work on the 
‘Bhaktiyoga’, focussed round Vasudeva-Krsna 
since the composition of the BhagavadgTta, 
freshly expounding ‘bhakti’ as the perfect 
method of salvation as in the Gita and refining 
and embellishing the theme in the light of 
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subsequent development and experience. 

The work after its composition in the 9th- 
10th century A.D. did not take long to acquire 
wide celebrity since Vallabhacarya (1479- 
1531) added this as the fourth authority or 
‘prasthana’ along with the Upanisads, the Gita 
and the Brahma Sutras, and observed that in 
case of doubt in any of the ‘prasthanas’ the 
succeeding ‘prasthana’ should help in the re¬ 
solution. “The Bhagavata”, according to him, 
“is the very ripe fruit of the Tree of Wishes in 
the form of the Vedas” (nigama-kalpa-taroh 
galitam phalam, Bhagavata, I, 1, 3). Written 
by Vyasa in the dialect of contemplation 
(Samadhi-bhasa), it amplifies and expounds 
every aphorism of the Brahma-sutra. 


The Bhagavata Composed in the Age of the 
Acuryas 

The date of the composition of the Bhagavata 
cannot be precisely ascertained. Some scholars 
are convinced that the Bhagavata existed in 
some form or other in the 7th century A.D. 
J. N. Farquhar is of opinion that this important 
work was written about A.D. 900, probably 
earlier. On the strength of Magha and Sankar- 
acarya, D. S. Shastri comes to the conclusion 
that it was composed most probably in the 
9th century A.D. There is a reference here 
(XI, 5, 39) to the Alvars, the South Indian 



64 


THE LORD OF THE AUTUMN MOONS 


saints and devotees of Krsna, and specifically 
to King Kulasekhara Alvar of Malabar who 
in his turn quotes a verse from the Bhagavata. 
Kulasekhara Alvar, according to some scholars, 
flourished in the 6th or 7th century A.D. and 
according to others in the 9th century. The 
Tamil word ‘Alvar’ literally means a person 
drowned (in the sea of devotion to God). The 
Alvars flourished in South India from the 7th 
to 9th centuries A.D. and were associated with 
a powerful and popular Vaisnava religious 
renaissance. Kulasekhara Alvar refers to the 
‘bhaktas’ of Rariganatha wandering over the 
whole Tamil land spreading the true religion. 
Periyalvar speaks of the world as full of 
‘bhaktas’ and ascetics. Tirumankai-mannan 
observes that as a Bhagavata he traversed the 
length and breadth of the Tamil land. He also 
mentions that the Pandya, Cola, Cera, and 
Pallava Kings were all Vaisnavas. M. Raghava 
Iyengar in his “Times of the Alvars” points 
out that the 8th century in the Tamil land 
witnessed a great Vaisnava upheaval and 
missionary enterprise and may well be called 
the Vaisnava era. The Bhagavata was the ripe 
fruit of the Alvar-Vaisnava renaissance and 
bears the indelible impress of the living 
mystical experiences of the Alvars, most of 
whom lived by the side of such rivers as the 
TamraparnI, Krtamala, and Kaverl; “the 
drinking of whose water”, according to the 
Bhagavata, makes men true ‘bhaktas’. (Bhaga- 
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vata, V, 11, 17). The practice of fervent 
‘bhakti’ by the Alvars, their vivid insights and 
appreciations, grounded in sudden spiritual 
raptures as well as long trances of lofty silence, 
went into the making of the Bhagavata and 
account for its popularity and influence 
throughout South India and beyond. 

God-intoxicated, the Alvars wandered in the 
land singing devout psalms to Visnu in whom 
they sought refuge in utter renunciation and 
faith (prapannam). They developed and 
practised the doctrine of Prapatti that has its 
seed in the Bhagavad-gita, where Krsna pro¬ 
mises that only those who seek complete refuge 
in Him (prapadyante) are accepted by Him, 
receive His Grace and can cross beyond the 
divine ‘maya’ of His (Gita, IV, 11 and VII, 14). 
The doctrine of Prapatti or absolute surrender 
to God, elaborated by Nammalvar, the most 
influential among the Alvars, and later on by 
Nathamuni, became the cardinal tenet of the 
Bhagavata. It was the Alvars who provided 
the elements of mystical devotion and emotion- 
ahsm in the development of South Indian 
Vaisnavism and enthusiastically spread the cult 
of self-surrender and the Divine grace among 
the depressed and degraded sections of the 
people. 

The age of the Alvars was succeeded by 
that of the Acaryas, of whom the first was 
Nathamuni or [l^hganMhacarya who lived 
about 824-924 A.D. The Acaryas were all 
5 
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devout Visnu-worshippers like the Alvars. 
They took up the task of assimilating the 
Vedas, the Upanisads and the Bhagavadgita 
with the Tamil 'Divya Prabandham’, the 
spiritual legacy of the Alvars. The Bhagavata 
was in all probability composed in the Acaryan 
epoch and bears the stamp of its spiritual 
eclecticism and philosophical rationalism, 
blended with the intense fervour and spirit of 
self surrender (‘prapatti’ of the Alvars). 

According to K. G. Sesha Aiyar, the 
Bhagavata had been well-known in the begin 
ning of the 10th century. It finds a place in 
Alberuni’s list of the Puranas that is said to 
have been completed in A. D. 1030; while 
Abhinavagupta, who flourished in the last 
decade of the 10th century referred to the 
Bhagavata in his famous commentary on the 
Bhagavadgita. On the other hand, it is curious 
that Ramanuja, who flourished from 1017 to 
1137 A.D., and lived for some years in 
Srirangam (the famous religious city mention 
ed in the Bhagavata as a place which Hari 
never leaves) did not refer to the Bhagavata 
at all nor quoted from this work. Madhva who 
lived between A.D. 1197-1276 was the second 
important philosopher after Abhinavagupta to 
appreciate its importance. He wrote a whole 
book, the ‘Bhagavata-tatparya-nirnaya’ in 
which he annotated important verses of the 
Bhagavata and obtained support for his dual 
istic view from this work. 
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The Metaphor of the ‘Krsna-llla 

The Bhagavata provided the basis of the 
inspiration of ‘bhakti’ in all medieval religious 
movements in India. Glorifying the popular 
lila’ of Krsna that was already superbly 
depicted in stone at Badami in the 6th century 
A. D. under the Calukyas, of whom king 
Mahgalesa described himself like an imperial 
Gupta as a Paramabhagavata, and in the 
sublime lyrical hymns composed by the Alvar 
saints in the 8th century, the Bhagavata be 
came the spring of the spiritual emotionalism 
in medieval Vaisnavaism of the schools of 
Madhva, VisnusvamT, Nimbarka and Vallabha 
and especially of the Caitanya-Vaisnava move 
ment in Eastern India. In the 7th century 
A. D., the famous Mahabalipuram “rathas” on 
monolithic temples were constructed under 
the Pallavas whose capital was at Kaiicl. In 
this group is included the Krsna Mandapa. 
The bas-reliefs here depict Krsna raising mount 
Govardhana and the cow-herds and GopTs with 
the cattle in the background grouped round 
Krsna. In sharp contrast with the Harivamsa 
and the Visnupurana, the Bhagavata hardly 
deals with the entire life-story of Kr.sna, but 
focusses attention upon the adventures and 
exploits of his boyhood and youth. The 
myriad-coloured tapestry of tenderness and 
devotion to God is woven in the Bhagavata 
round the passionate romantic yearning of the 
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Gopis or Krsna-vadhus for the youthful Eternal 
Lover Krsna (kanta). In many parts, the 
Bhagavata is full of melodious and lyrical 
poetry that vies with the best poetry of 
Sanskrit classical tradition. Even as poetry 
irrespective of its devotional aspects, the 
Bhagavata must command respect. It is prob¬ 
able that many of its hymns and other passages 
were sung in choral dance; while the metaphor 
or allegory is quite on the surface. The birth 
of Krsna is depicted in the Bhagavata in terms 
full of profound mystery. “At midnight in the 
thickest darkness, the Dweller in every heart 
revealed Himself in the Divine DevakI for the 
Lord is the self hidden in the hearts of all 
beings.” (X. 3, 8, Radhakrishnan’s transla¬ 
tion). The profound significance of the birth 
of Krsna lies in the illumination of the human 
consciousness steeped in the dark night of 
ignorance and passion. Vasudeva is pure, un¬ 
defiled ‘sattva’ (sattvarn visuddharn vasudeva- 
sabditam—Bhagavata, IV, 3, 23). Vasudeva is 
the son of Vasudeva, One who dwells in the 
heart of every creature (vasu) and is self- 
luminous (deva) (vasati pratidehe iti vasu; 
sarvabhutadhivasacca vasudevah tato hyaham. 
Mahabharata, Santiparva, 341, 41). Or, again, 
‘Vasudeva is the All-pervasive One in whose 
body dwell all creatures.’ The Bhagavadgita 
also indicates this metaphorical meaning of 
Vasudeva (Vasudevah sarvam iti sa mahatma 
sudurlabhah—^VII, 19); while the Bhagavata 
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points out that Vasudeva is the general apella- 
tion of the incarnations of the deity, (V, 5). 
Similarly, GopI means the five senses or the 
five essential elements of the universe as 
Krsna is Pure Consciousness and the Eternal 
Witness, (go — ‘indriya’ or senses; ‘pi’ — 
vrtti (trend), or go = ‘ksiti’, earth, ‘api’ = 
etc.). All this is semantic discovery ingrained 
in the texture of the bhakta-mind. If Krsna 
was born in the darkest of nights for the re¬ 
demption of man, his sport and dance with the 
finite creature were celebrated in “the glorious 
full moon night of autumn, with ‘mallika’ 
flowers and lotuses in full bloom, resembling 
the face of ‘Rama’ or ‘Laksmi’ Krsna’s 
sport with the GopTs is entirely a supranatural, 
transcendental episode; for the milk-maids of 
Vraja accomplish the transformation of their 
physical (gunamaya) into effulgent spiritual 
selves (chinmaya) through complete detach¬ 
ment and self surrender. (Bhagavata, X, 29, 
11). The entire series of episodes of the Gopis’ 
nocturnal meeting with Krsna, their separation, 
quest and final union under the autumn full 
moon are taken in Indian bhakti-lore as essen¬ 
tially symbolic. 

Krsna is again and again described in the 
Bhagavata as Transcendental and Pure Con¬ 
sciousness (Prajna Purusa) in profound de¬ 
light with his own self (atmarama, svarati, 
atmarati). Image-less, wordless meditation 
(nirvikalpa samadhi) gives access to Krsna the 
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Indivisible, the One and the Beyond. But 
when the world disappears and is but hazy as 
the bank of the Yamuna under the autumn 
moon, and only the sense of beauty and bliss 
remains, this is svavikalpa samadhi symbolised 
by the presence of the Gopis. The human soul 
here enjoys the supra-mental (chinmaya) sport 
with its own refined attitudes and sentiments 
(atmasakti, maya). In this text (IV, 10) we 
read that the Indivisible and All-fulfilled Lord 
(acyuta) surrounded by the Gopis shone 
splendidly like the Self attended by his nume¬ 
rous saktis. The saktis are the intrinsic attri¬ 
butes of is vara, love, consciousness and bliss 
(svarupa-sakti) or the twentyfour meta¬ 
physical attributes of jiva. The jiva and Isvara 
become identical in nirvikalpa samadhi, but it 
is in svavikalpa samadhi that the fuller glory 
of the Supreme is revealed as a deep mystery. 
In the Bhagavata (i, 7, 10) we read: “The 
saints who have cut the knots of all their 
impulses and are absorbed and delighted in 
their own Pure Self (Mmarama) yet enjoy 
their non-attached spontaneous devotion to the 
Lord. Such is the excellence of the Lord.” 
The Rasapaiicadhyaya begins with an appre¬ 
ciation of the yogamaya of Bhagavan that leads 
the human soul even after attainment of com¬ 
plete identity with the Lord to worship Him 
with true reverence and bhakti. India on the 
whole prefers the ardour of love and worship 
to silence and the Rasapaiicadhyaya is the 
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delineation of the highly ecstatic enjoyment of 
beauty and bliss that is preferred to complete 
and ultimate absorption in the Absolute. The 
Bodhasara observes: “The wise even after a 
complete resolution of duality should worship 
the Supreme with bhakti just as the clever 
wife united in her heart with the Lord and 
perceiving her identity yet enjoys looking at 
him with a veil of separation in between. For 
the Indian man, since the Bhagavata was 
written, reverence is superior to identity and 
service to fellowmen higher than liberation. 
The nobler freedom is the continuous dynamic 
reciprocity with the Supreme, which is the true 
significance of bhakti. According to Madhu- 
sudana, bhakti is the attitude when the mind 
melting through the ecstasy of love assumes 
the form of God (bhagavadakarata). It is the 
emotional configuration (savikalpaka-vrtti) 
that maintains the continuity (anantata) of the 
self-oblivious ecstatic experience. 

The ancient Pahcaratra text of Sandilya 
asserts that ‘bhakti’ gives man spiritual sere¬ 
nity even without speculative knowledge of the 
Divine as in the case of the Gopis beloved of 
Krsna (vallabhTs). A later text, the Krsna- 
Upanisad, mentions that the sages of the forest 
attained the boon from Rama that they would 
be reborn as women for the sake of intimate 
coromunion with Him in a future incarnation. 
The great philosopher of the Bengal Vaisnava 
movement, Jlva-gosvami, who fully discusses 
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the relation of the Gopis to Krsna in his 
Priti Sandarbha, points out that this is pure 
love (suddha prema) and is different from 
ordinary sexual relationship (prakrta kama). 
The distinction between legitimate and illegi¬ 
timate love is possible only in the Divine 
(prakata) Vrndavana-lila where the illegi¬ 
timate love of the Gopis is not a reality but 
a mere semblance that like the ‘Ilia’ itself is 
short-lived. According to Jiva, the Gopis are 
external associates (parikaras) of God and 
possess supernatural form, dress and diver¬ 
sion. 


The Composition of the Bhagavata in the 
Tamil Land 

The Bhagavata was composed in the 
Southern India in the country of the Pandyas, 
made prosperous by the Krtamala (modern 
Vaigai), on the banks of which stands the city 
of Daksina Mathura (Bhagavata, X, 79, 15). 
The Krtamala is mentioned in the Bhagavata 
as the holy river on whose banks Satyavraia 
of Rgvedic celebrity described as Dravidesvara 
offered ‘tarpana’ to his ancestors. The book 
is full of references to ancient Tamil culture 
and traditions. There is reference for instance 
to the worship of KatyayanI by the Gopis in 
order that they might win Krsna as their 
husband. Throughout the South young girls 
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still pray to the sand images of Katyayani set 
up on the bathing ghats for obtaining choice 
partners in life. In Tamil land, this festival 
is called “Ardra-darsanam”. In one of her 
exquisite lyrics the Alvar saint Andal, the 
Mirabai of the South (about the middle of the 
8th century) observes the same festival of 
Pavai-Noupu assuming the character of a GopI 
and praying to the goddess Katyayani for being 
united to Krsna. The precedence given in the 
Bhagavata to the hills, rivers and holy places 
of the South in geographical descriptions is 
also significant. Mention is made with some 
pride of the Dravida land of the Kaveri, the 
PayasvinI, Krtamala and Tamraparni and 
Mahanadi as a special resort (Hareh Ksetram) 
of the devotees of Hari (e.g. XI, 79, 13-16), of 
the Gopuras, of temples and cities and of the 
Pandyan Kings Malayadhvaja and Indra- 
dyumna. The legend of Puranjana relates that 
the Dravidian King Bhagavata Malayadhvaja 
married Puranjana, transformed into a woman, 
and had seven children by her. The Bhagavata 
commentator Sridhara SvamI points out that 
these children are the seven stages of Bhakti— 
‘sravana’, ‘kirtana’, ‘visnusmarana’, ‘padase- 
vana’, ‘arcana’, ‘vandana’, and ‘dasya’, as men¬ 
tioned in the Bhagavata. The Pandyan king 
Indradyumna, the best among the Dravidas, is 
described as the apogee of ‘bhakti’; for in a 
previous birth, he was the elephant saved by 
Visnu from the clutches of the crocodile in the 
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famous episode of the Gajendramoksa or the 
Rescue of the Elephant-king. According to 
South Indian tradition KancI, the famous an¬ 
cient seat of Sanskrit learning in South India, 
was the place of composition of the Bhagavata. 
The latter mentions KaiicI along with Kama- 
kosnl, KamaksI and Sriranga as most sacred 
cities (X, 79, 14). 


The Dravidian Pilju of the Bhagavata 

The Bhagavata MahMmya, a late supple¬ 
ment to the Bhagavata, observes: “Bhakti, in¬ 
carnate as a young woman, was bom in 
Dravida, grew up in Karnataka; became old 
as she dwelt for some time in Maharastra and 
for some time in Gurjara. There, under the 
influence of the Kaliyuga, her limbs were 
mutilated. Then she came to Vrndavana 
where she recovered. Since then she is yovmg 
and beautiful”. Thus in a sense the Bhagavata 
is a synthesis of Aryan and Dravidian tradi¬ 
tions and ideals. The Bhagavadgita’s is a 
simple doctrine of bhakti-yoga with its stress 
of unswerving loyalty in mind, heart and deed 
to Krsna that leads up from the worship of the 
personal Lord to the Absolute. Worship or 
pfija is Dravidian, and this is reconciled in the 
Bhagavadgita with the Aryan fire-sacrifice, 
both being given a metaphysical significance. 
The famous sloka of the Gita (IX, 26) relating 
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to the ‘puja of the pure of heart is repeated 
word by word in the Bhagavata (X, 81, 4): 
“whosoever offers to Me with devotion a leaf, 
a flower, a fruit or water, that offering of love 
of the pure of heart, I accept”. Again, the 
Bhagavata sloka, (XI, 29, 9) repeats almost 
verbatim the Gita sloka (III, 30): “fixing the 
mind and desires constantly in Me, resigning 
the Atman and mind to Me, do all your works 
for Me remembering Me in every thing”. On 
the whole the Gita stresses the quest for the 
transcendent Deity rather than worship 
(upasana) of the Personal God that is the do¬ 
minant theme of the Bhagavata. In the Gita, 
‘bhakti’ is reflective self-surrender to the 
Transcendent, in the Bhagavata it is an intense 
loving attachment to a Living Personal God, 
that indeed serves quickly the purposes of 
‘yoga’ discipline (Bhagavata, II, 1, 21). 


The Elaboration of the Way of Devotion: 

Bhakti-yoga 

The Bhagavata is the glorification not merely 
of the Dravidian puja, but also of ‘bhakti-yoga’. 
The latter receives a most comprehensive 
treatment on the basis of the natural predis¬ 
positions, attributes and affiliations of indivi¬ 
duals in the course of the sage Kapila’s in¬ 
struction to his mother Devahuti. Kapila is 
described in the Bhagavata as the incarnation 
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of Visnu or Krsna. He is the highest among 
the seers (siddhanara kapilo munih, Gita X, 
26; and siddhesvaranam kapilah. Bhagavata, 
XI, 16, 15), perhaps the expounder of the 
Sankhya system. Bhakti is classified into three 
major types according to the three gunas, 
‘sattva’, ‘rajas’ and ‘tamas’. Each is subdivided 
into three minor types according to the specific 
types of inclinations motivating the individual 
following the bhakti-yoga. Altogether, then 
there are nine types of bhakti, that are all, 
however, characterised by a profound sense of 
distance between the human creature and the 
Lord and the pursuit of the path of ‘bhakti’ 
with certain desires and goals in view. (Bha¬ 
gavata—III, 29, 7-10). The highest t5T)e of 
‘bhakti’ is represented by ‘niskama’ or ‘nir- 
guna’-bhakti. This is defined thus: “As the 
water of the Ganges flows incessantly towards 
the ocean, so when the loving adoration of 
the devotee continuously flows towards Puru- 
sottama, the Indweller in the hearts of all, 
as soon as he simply hears about His gunas, 
that mental state of the devotee characterises 
the nirguna-bhakti which is unfolded for its 
own sake (ahaituki), and uninterrupted’’ 
(avyavahita). The supreme illustrations of 
nirguna-bhakti are offered by the Gopis who 
prefer devotion to identification with the Lord. 
Thus the Bhagavata (III, 29, 12, 13) remarks: 
“The nirguna bhaktas, when they are even 
offered such excellent qualities as ‘salokya’ 
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(living with the Lord in the same world), 
‘sarsti’ (having the supernatural powers of the 
Lord), ‘Samipya’ (nearness to Him), ‘Sarupya’ 
(equality with the Lord) and ‘Ekatva’ or 
‘Sayujya’ (union with Him) decline to receive 
them wishing only to serve Him.” Nor do 
they accept even independence of the soul 
(kaivalya) and cessation of births, not to speak 
of heaven or vaikuntha (Bhagavata, XI, 20, 
33, 34). 


The Myth of the Krma-Gopls 

The Rasapancadhyaya is in many respects 
the cream of the Bhagavata and is concerned 
with the profound and poignant metaphor of 
the Gopis’ meeting, separation and final union 
with Krsna. The literary art of the Bhagavata 
is at its best where the Rasa-paiicadhyaya de 
picts the magic of Krsna’s flute in the forest of 
Vrndavana, the self-oblivious abandon of the 
Gopis, the glory of that autumn moon-lit night 
on the sand-bank of the Yamuna or the collec¬ 
tive exaltation of the mystic group dance of the 
Gopis with Ksma in between them ‘‘like a dark 
blue stone among shining pearls”. Some of 
these slokas have become lyrics of meditation. 
The Gopis address the Apogee of Beauty in the 
first adhyaya thus: 1-40 “O Krsna, is there any 
woman in world who having been enraptured 
by the song of the flute, with its musical, sweet 



78 


THE LORD OF THE AUTUMN MOONS 


and long-drawn out notes which produce 
ecstasy among cattle, birds, animals and plants 
and having seen your beautiful form, lending 
grace to the three worlds, does not deviate 
from the customs and manners of the Aryas?” 
In the fourth adhyiiya the whole of Nature 
responds to the exaltation of the supremely 
blessed moment of finite man’s profound inti 
macy with the Lord (IV, 11, 12), the Giver 
of Bliss (rasa-prada): “The Lord taking the 
Gopis with Him wended towards the pleasant 
bank of the Yamuna. There clusters of bees 
swarmed, due to the breeze becoming fragrant 
with the blossoming of the ‘kunda’ and 
‘mandara’ flowers, and the rays of the 
autumnal moon dispelled the darkness of the 
night. The waves of the river, like human 
hands, scattered the soft sands on the bank.” 
The ecstasy and abandon of the collective 
dance are magnificently presented in the final 
adhyaya (V, 8): “The brides of Krsna looked 
superbly beautiful with their rhythmic foot¬ 
steps, gestures of the hands, smiling glances, 
and movements of the waists, breasts, upper 
garments, and ‘kundalas’ on the cheeks. Drops 
of perspiration appeared on their faces, their 
hair and necklace bands became loose and as 
they danced and sang they looked like lighten¬ 
ing in the midst of a column of blue clouds.” 
The Gopis of Vrndavana symbolise the highest 
t 5 rpe of devotion characterised by utter non- 
attachment, ardour and renunciation—‘pra- 
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patti’. Krsna himself remarks, “The Gopis and 
even the cows, trees, beasts and serpents and 
others that were dull of understanding, were 
perfected and easily attained Me through love 
alone”. “Not knowing my real nature, the 
Gopis who were ignorant women, desired Me 
as their beloved sweet-heart, yet they attained 
Me, the Supreme Brahman, by hundreds and 
thousands, through the pK>wer of holy inti¬ 
macy” (Bhagavata, XI, 12, 8 and 13. Swami 
Madhavananda’s translation). The myth of 
Krsna-Gopis is obviously ancient. In the 
Mahabharata, we find Draupadi addressing 
Krsna as beloved of the Gopis (Gopi-jana- 
priya). In some Buddhist legends not merely 
Nanda and Yasoda and the Gopas of Gokuia 
but also Radha figure as principal personages. 

The Harivamsa, attributed by R. G. Bhan- 
darkar to about the third century A.D., men¬ 
tions Nanda and the Abhiras and the worship 
of Govardhana mountain in Gokuia where 
“cows are deities, and mountains or forests”. 
The Abhiras represent a pastoral race that 
spread themselves from Kathiawar to the 
Yamuna Valley between the first and third 
centuries A.D. They have a great deal to do 
with the identification of Vasudeva with 
Gopala-Krsna of Gokuia and the rise of the 
theme of Krsna-Gopis. Kalidasa in his Megha- 
duta refers to Visnu in the form of a ‘gopa’ 
(cow-herd) adorned with a glittering peacock 
feather. Thus the myth of Gopala-Krsna that 
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was developed in the Harivamsa and the Visnu 
and Padma Puranas was quite well established 
at the time of the Imperial Guptas. Certain 
sculptures at Mandor near Jodhpur, attributed 
to the 4th century A.D., represent the exploits 
of the boy-God Krsna in Gokula, such as the 
overturning of the cart and the holding of 
Govardhana hill. An inscription at Pabhosa 
near Allahabad, referred to the 7th or 8th 
century A.D. speaks of “the maker of images 
of Sri Krsna and the milk maids”. In the 
Deccan the Dasavatara temple at Ellora con¬ 
tains images of the Narasimha, Vamana and 
Varaha incarnations as well as of Krsna holding 
the Govardhana mountain. The boyhood ex¬ 
ploits of Krsna in Gokula stirred the imagina¬ 
tion of the Vaisnava saints and teachers of 
South India. 

Among the Alvars not merely the woman 
mystic Andal but also Nammalvar and Tiru- 
mangai-alvar pictured themselves as cow-herd 
maidens of Gokula seeking imion with Kysna- 
Govinda. In Andal’s ecstatic songs, the Gopl’s 
sojourn in the jungle following up the cows 
to have a glimpse of the Divine cowherd, her 
imitation of the exploits of Krsna and her be¬ 
haviour as the bride of the Lord anticipate in 
some measure the Rasa-pancadhyaya of the 
Bhagavata where the Gopl-myth is presented 
in an intensely personal and passionate setting. 
“The Alvars”, rightly observes S. N. Das 
Gupta, “were probably the pioneers in showing 
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how love for God may be in terms of tender 
equality, softening down with rapturous 
emotion of conjugal love”. The Radha 
Krsna metaphor developed later although it 
must have been cimrent in some form or other 
in earlier times. In Paharpur, Bengal, we 
have an image of the couple, Radha-Krsna, 
that belongs to the late Gupta period, while 
an inscription of Bhojavarman (c. 1100 A.D.) 
refers to Krsna sporting with a hundred Gopis. 
The connection between Krsna and Radha also 
finds clear mention in the Prakrta work Gatha 
Saptasatl of Hala. Radha is not specifically 
mentioned in the Bhagavata, which, however, 
depicts a fortunate GopI who is Krsna’s special 
favourite. In fact the adjective priya or the 
beloved is generally used for one of the Gopis 
who must be Radha. Radhasa is perhaps men¬ 
tioned in II, 4, 14. There is also a veiled refe¬ 
rence to Radha (anayaradhito nfinam-Bhaga 
van) in X, 30, 28. Krsna wanders and sports 
alone with her in the forest, but sud¬ 
denly abandons her when she thinks 
too highly of His special attachment. 
This poetic suggestion in the Bhagavata sub¬ 
sequently led to the introduction of the figxnre 
of Radha and her crucial role in Krsna’s life 
and love. Both the Padma Purana and 
Brahmavaivarta Purana have warmly embel¬ 
lished the Radha theme, treating Radha as the 
great favourite of Krsna. The school of Nim- 
barka (about the beginning of the 12th cen- 
6 
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tury) which established itself in the Mathura 
environs developed the Radha-Krsna cult. The 
famous Gita-Govinda of Jayadeva, who flour¬ 
ished about 1170 A.D., shows the pre-eminence 
of Radha among the Gopis. Here the vernal 
and not the autumnal rasa-sport of Krsna with 
the Gopis is depicted. The Caitanya Vaisnava 
movement grounded its religious emotionalism 
on the Bhagavata, the Brahmavaivarta, the 
Brahma-samhita and the Gita-Govinda, espe¬ 
cially exalting the role of Radha as Krsna’s 
consort. What is implicit in the emotional 
mysticism of the Bhagavata was elaborated 
into a distinct and systematic theology, philo 
sophy and rasa-sastra in Caitanyism. 


The Familial Affections as Symbols of 
Approach to God 

God in the Bhagavata is not the far-off Ruler 
in Heaven, nor the transcendent Deity beyond 
the reach of an all-too-human tenderness and 
attachment. He is the Friend and Kinsman, 
the dearest Atman and the Beloved of all 
creatures. He is suhrdam sarva-bhutanam 
(Gita, V, 25), bhutanam suhrdisvarah, atmod- 
dhavamisam and priyatamascatma yato na 
bhayam anvapi (Bhagavata, XI, 16, 9, IV, 29, 
51). “I am the Beloved, the Self, the Son, the 
Friend, the Teacher and the desired Deity of 
all creatures” (Bhagavata, III, 25, 38). The 
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Bhagavata is a gospel for the common man 
of samsara who is not steeped in the sense of 
renunciation. It observes: “The faith of devo¬ 
tion is most suitable for him who is neither 
very tired of, nor very attached to, the world” 
(XI, 20, 7). Again, “should a man who has 
got faith in tales about Me and is disgusted 
with all kinds of work, know desires to be full 
of misery and yet fail to give them up, then 
this man of faith, with firm conviction should 
cheerfully worship Me, as he goes on satisfying 
those desires fraught with painful conse¬ 
quences, condemning them all the while”. 
The Adorable Himself enters the heart of the 
worshipper, transforms his desires and goals 
and engenders ‘bhakti’ which finally gives him 
non-attachment and release. 


The Alvar Tradition in the Bhagavata 

The Bhagavata canalizes God-ward man’s 
natural desires, sentiments and attitudes in 
the familiar relations of the home such as those 
of the son, the friend, the servant, the lover 
and the beloved. The common intimacies and 
devotions in the family become symbols of 
approach to God. The Bhagavata is a com¬ 
pendium of profound and mature mystical 
experiences of devotion to a loving God such 
as the God-intoxicated Alvars felt. Nammal- 
var sought Krsna-Govinda as the charming 



84 


THE LORD OF THE AUTUMN MOONS 


wife, the beloved child, or the tenderly affec¬ 
tionate parent. He could not brook his separa¬ 
tion from Krsna for a moment; his life was 
one continuous service to God and constant 
enjoyment of His gracious presence. The 
woman mystic Goda, the adopted daughter of 
Visnucitra, lived her life like the GopI in utter 
surrender to the Lord of Srirahgam as her 
Bridegroom. Often also would she completely 
identify herself with Kisna, imitate the Krsna- 
lila and address her associates in the manner 
as Krsna addressed the Gopis. Such living 
spiritual longings and experiences form the 
warp and woof of the delineation of the ecstasy 
of spiritual passion in the Rasa-pancadhyaya. 
In the Bhiigavata, III, 28, 34-36, we find a full 
description of these spiritual raptures: “When 
one develops the most ardent and fixed passion 
for Hari, his heart melts through devotion, the 
hair of his body stands on end due to pro¬ 
found joy, and he is drowned in a sea of delight 
formed out of tears of eager expectancy. The 
hook of his mind (citta-badisa, badisa being a 
Tamil word) is detached from the world. The 
mind freed from sense-objects and losing all 
attachment becomes extinct, as a flame is 
extinguished (with the exhaustion of oil in 
the lamp). The self with the cessation of the 
flow of the ‘gunas’ now finds itself face to face 
with the supreme, transcendent Paramatman. 
In this final, blissful state of the mind’s annihi¬ 
lation, the sense of delight and happiness of 
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the external world disappears and the self 
finds its true nature. There is no sense of the 
body, nor any concern whether clothes remain 
or fall off, or whether one rises or sits down, 
goes somewhere or returns, for the self re¬ 
mains absorbed in supreme bliss”. In and 
through the redirection, integration and 
symbolisation of human intimacies and affec¬ 
tions in bhaktiyoga man encounters the 
Person of Persons (Purusottama), the Dearest 
Self of all Selves, and experiences the highest 
spiritual delights. 


The Unconscious Background of the 
Kr.ma-Gopi Metaphor 

The deepest Divine identification and bliss 
in the Bhagavata are revealed in terms and 
relationships of unfettered love. This is the 
essence of the Krsna-GopI episode of the 
Rasa-pancadhyaya. There is the eternal femi¬ 
nine in every man, called Anima by Jung who 
observes, “Every man carries his Eve in 
himself”. But the Anima appears in man’s 
dream, phantasy and m 5 rth in bipolar form, 
and oscillates between positive and negative 
meanings as it serves the function of mediating 
between the conscious and unconscious. The 
unknown feminine is manifest equally as 
maiden and mother, as goddess and harlot, as 
angel and demoness. Jung remarks: “To the 
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young boy a clearly discernible Anima form 
manifests itself in his mother, and this lends 
her the radiance of power and superiority or 
else a daemonic aura of even greater fasci¬ 
nation. But because of the Anima’s ambiva¬ 
lence, the projection can be entirely negative. 
Much of the fear which the female sex arouses 
in man is based on the projection of Anima- 
image. An infantile man generally has a 
maternal Anima; an adult man, the figure of 
a younger woman. The senile man finds 
compensation in a very young girl, even a 
child”. The poise, power and maturation of 
the personality consist in the harmonious blen¬ 
ding of the conscious and unconscious drives. 
Jung’s Anima is called Gop! or Radha in the 
Indian bhakti-lore and HladinT-sakti ( the po¬ 
wer of bliss) of Krsna in Vaisnava philosophy, 
impelling the unconscious urges and desires 
towards the Reality. The difference between 
Anima and GopI is that the latter is a mythical 
and religious concept that brings about the 
draining and sublimation of the unconscious 
trends on a lofty imaginative plane, and makes 
the personified unconscious the object of 
ardent aesthetic contemplation and religious 
worship. Thus the primordial archetype of 
dream, reverie and myth is transformed 
through subordination of the biological by the 
metaphysical into a conscious psychological 
and religious process and assures man’s poise, 
wholeness or holiness. 
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In the ‘bhakti yoga’ of India man seeks the 
Divine through the utter self-abandonment and 
self abasement (dainya) of the GopI in himself 
—^the racial archetype of the human-cum- 
divine passion draining and sublimating the 
unconscious urges. The GopI at her best gives 
up all dharma, shame, pride and family for 
the sake of Knsna. In India the romantic, 
selfoblivious love of the GopI for her Eternal 
Lover is the cherished metaphysical symbol of 
the human attachment to God and renuncia¬ 
tion of the world, of its fascination and identifi¬ 
cation. The Bhagavata asserts: “Krsna is the 
only man, all others from the Creator down¬ 
wards are like women (who long to be united 
with Him)”. The Rasa-pancadhyaya illustrates 
the maturation, step by step, of the human 
soul’s intense longing for God, utter prostra¬ 
tion, radiant hope and expectancy and final 
supreme bliss through the chequered adven¬ 
tures and experiences of the Gopls. Krsna 
speaks to Uddhava thus: “The Gopls reached 
the Supreme Brahman because their minds 
were utterly fixed on Me through attach¬ 
ment. They knew neither kinsmen nor their 
bodies, nor things far and near as sages in the 
superconscious state know not name and form 
—like unto rivers merging in the waters of 
the ocean”. Again, “The nights which the Gopls 
spent with Me, their beloved, in their midst 
at Vrndavana passed like moments. Those 
nights became like ages to them when I was 
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absent” (Bhagavata, XI, 12, 11). Early in life 
the Gopis prayed to the Supreme Mother- 
Goddess KatyayanI to obtain for them Krsna 
as their husband. The consummation of the 
Gopis’ love is reciprocated by Krsna becoming 
simultaneously the Husband, Friend, Son and 
Beloved of each and all. 


The Mystery of the Divine Sport 

In the Rasapanciidhyaya Krsna in his infinite 
redemptive grace (daya) having directed the 
Gopis through the vicissitudes of the Divine 
love and burnt up the grass roots of their ego 
unconsciousness ultimately sports and dances 
with them in “profound, holy intimacy”. He 
is with each and all, and in between, and yet 
remains beyond their loves and strivings, the 
transcendent mystery as He is. The Bhagavata 
says, “Oh Lord, All pervading Supreme Self, 
Lord of Yoga, who is there in the three worlds, 
who can penetrate Thy mystery, know where, 
when, in what manner and in how many forms 
Thou engagest Thyself in sport by Thy creative 
power?” This is an echo of a famous passage 
in the Gita (VII-25). “Veiled by My creative 
power (yogamaya) I am not revealed to all. 
The bewildered world knows Me not, the 
Unborn, the Unchanged.” Both the Gita and 
the Bhagavata use the same word “yogamaya” 
in referring to God’s inscrutable, transcen- 
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dental motive or power. Krsna comes into 
empirical existence on the scene of the Yamuna 
through His ‘yoga^aya’, His inscrutable free 
will subjugating His ‘prakrti’. He assumes my¬ 
riad human forms (tat tat vapuh) according to 
the various preferences in the meditation of 
men for their salvation (Bhagavata, III, 9, 11). 
Indeed, the Formless lives and moves about 
the world in the forms of man among His own 
kinsmen (yani yani te abhirupani rupani 
bhagavantava, yani yani ca rocante svaja- 
nanam arupinah). It is the universal incarna¬ 
tion of God (sarva-avatara) for universal re¬ 
demption that makes the Bhagavata dharma 
the Religion of Man. Those parts of the 
encyclopaedic volume elicit marked reverence 
in India that deal specially with the grace of 
the Lord, and the Divine immanence, rather 
than metaphysics and transcendence. God in 
the Bhagavata is One and Indivisible, but be¬ 
comes many as the gracious Friend and Indwel¬ 
ler in the hearts of living beings. The elaborate 
worship of the gods who are actuated by 
egoistic desires and attachments does not 
please Him as much as He is delighted by the 
common man’s compassion towards all sentient 
creatures springing spontaneously from his 
‘niskama-bhakti’ as contrasted with the 
‘sakama-bhakti’ of the gods (Bhagavata, III, 9, 
12). “Offer mental homage to all creatures 
with great reverence (bahumana) in the 
thought and knowledge that Is vara enters into 
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them through fractionahsing Himself as jivas” 
(isvaro jivakalaya pravisto bhagavaniti, III, 
29, 34). Again, “The Supreme worship of man 
is to find and serve God in all beings through 
his mind, speech and bodily actions (mad- 
bhiivah sarvabhutesu manovakkaya-vrttibhili. 
Bhagavata, XI, 29, 19). Truth or reality is 
nothing more and nothing less but identifica¬ 
tion of self with all fellow-beings (samadarsa- 
nam satyameva) not merely in a philosophical 
frame of reference, but through constant and 
abundant love and service. The person who 
sees other creature’s pleasures and pains as his 
is the highest in the eyes of God. “I am the 
awe-inspiring Death-dealing Nrsimha for him 
who sees difference between self and fellow- 
men, between his stomach and the stomach 
of others (who go hungry). I have taken 
my abode in all creatures as their self, 
and should be worshipped there with the 
sense of identity through gift, reverence and 
friendship” (III, 29, 26, 27). The ‘samadar- 
sana’ of the Bhagavata (III, 29, 33, XI, 19, 37) 
is much more dynamic and concrete than the 
samatva-yoga of the Bhagavad-gita. God in the 
Bhagavata adopts the appearances and ways 
of man, absolutely every common man, yearns 
for his service and compassion to fellow men 
(sarvabhutadaya) that becomes His worship. 
The entire universe as well as human society 
are limbs of Cosmic Being or Purusa and all 
relations of man to nature and to fellowman 
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are revelations of God. Human fellowship is 
the pursuit of the Divine. The supreme glory 
of God is transformed into the true majesty 
of Man. Only Being (purusa) changes His guise 
(purusah purusam vrajet, Bhagavata, III, 29, 
35). The finite, maya-deluded ‘purusa’ or ‘jiva’ 
only rejoins the Supreme Purusa, self-efful¬ 
gent and beyond darkness through his illumi¬ 
nation. Indeed this humanistic note in the 
Religion of God-man is new in the history of 
Indian thought. It has made the ‘yoga’ of the 
Bhagavata as contrasted with the ‘yogas’ of the 
Upanisads and the Bhagavad-gita a most pre¬ 
cious legacy of modern Indian culture. 

Yet the Refuge and the Friend of Man 
(nara-sakha, niinajanesu-avahitah suhrd- 
antaratma) remains incomprehensible, eternal 
and infinite (Bhagavata, XI, 6, 7-19). Krsna's 
embodiment in human form like the 
‘Vraja-kisora’ of Vrndavana is no mere 
appearance. His assumption of human limita¬ 
tion and imperfection is the supreme mystery 
of the cosmos. This is ‘maya’ which inheres 
in Vasudeva-Krsna, but He remains unaffected 
by it (Bhagavata, II, 7, 47 and II, 10, 45). 
“The remembrance and recital of Krsna’s 
deeds and words, his movements, smiles and 
pleasantries is the way of common man to 
conquer his ‘maya’” (Bhagavata, XI, 6, 48). 
“If the persons to whom God shows his com¬ 
passion abjure all hypocrisy and take refuge 
at His feet with all their hearts, they transcend 
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his ‘maya’ and are purged of egoism and bodily 
consciousness” (Bhagavata, II, 7, 47). Man, 
society and the universe are all images of 
Bhagavan. The Bhagavata-dharma inculcal 
ing a life of devotion and service enables man 
through non-attachment and complete identifi¬ 
cation with Bhagavan to overcome the delusion 
ol: Maya. 


Vasudeva beyond Dualism and Monism 

The formless, unconditioned Brahman shows 
as the Personal God (istam), creates Vrnda- 
vana and plays the Vraja-llla for the edification 
of the Gopis and the salvation of human 
creatures. At one moment God bodies Himself 
forth into all the cowherd boys and calves of 
Vraja in order to foil Brahma’s filibustering 
and evokes redoubled tenderness and affection 
among both men and animals. “Know me 
as Teacher” (acaryam mam vijanTyat), says 
Krsna in the Bhagavata. We also read in X, 82, 
48; “Through Krsna’s teaching of spiritual 
knowledge (adhyatmasiksa), the Gopis pon¬ 
dering over Him forsook their physical bodies 
(jiva-kosa) and attained their unity with 
Him”. 

But the Krsna-Vasudeva of the Gopis, as we 
read in the very first sloka of the Bhagavata 
that traditionally epitomises the whole work, 
is the supreme, luminous Brahman or Truth 
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beyond the comprehension of the enlightened 
Rsis. Through the power of the Divine 
‘maya’, Vrndavana, with its dramatic events 
and relations, though unreal and illusory, ap¬ 
pears as true. “Let us meditate (dhimahi) 
on that Brahman or Truth which is the essence 
of knowledge, and which by its own nature 
always dissipates untruth and illusion that 
cause the phenomenal world to be deemed as 
real just as in a mirage the sun appears as 
water and water as sand”. “I meditate on 
truth” (dhimahi) is the famous prayer of the 
Rgveda: the same is the prayer of the Bhaga- 
vata (Janmadyasya yatah param satyani 
dhimahi). Bhakti directed to Lord Vasu- 
deva soon produces non-attachment and 
wisdom in respect of ‘mayti’ or illusion by 
which the vision of the supreme indivisible 
Brahman is obtained. Again, “Salutation unto 
Thee the Supreme Self, the Sovereign of All, 
the Witness, the Great Spirit, the Source of 
Souls as well as of the ever-productive Prakrti 
(mulaprakrtyai). The Bhagavata interprets 
the classical Sankhya doctrine theistically, yet 
inclines more to Sankara’s non-duality than to 
the Sankhya system. The longing even of the 
most ardent theistic scripture of India is for 
the transcendent Absolute, behind and above 
the ever-changing many, behind Paramesvara, 
Krsna and the world process, behind the moods 
and aspirations of finite creatures and the 
scenes and events of the finite world that are 



94 THE LORD OF THE AUTUMN MOONS 

all manifestations of the Absolute in diverse 
forms and names. 

The Indian mind, nurtured by the glacier- 
clad Himalayas of the north, the expansive 
plains of the middle region with their rhythm 
of rainfall and sunshine, flood and famine, 
and the ocean waves ever beating on the 
southern shores, is haunted across the centu¬ 
ries by the ambivalence of creation and des¬ 
truction, of Being’s transcendence and incar¬ 
nation, all-fulfilling silence and redeeming 
grace. It is a profound sense of cosmic mys¬ 
tery that makes the Bhagavata-dharma or the 
Religion of the Lord essentially the Religion 
of Man, saturated by the limitation and suffer¬ 
ing of finite man and God’s absolute compas¬ 
sion by which He accepts in man and with 
man the entire burden of His finitude. 
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Chapter One 

FIRST MEETING AND DISAPPEARANCE 
1 . Suka said: 

The Blessed Lord saw that the promised 
autumn nights had come, the mallika flowers 
were in full bloom. And he made up his mind 
lo hold his love-sport with the GopTs with the 
aid of the Divine illusion of yoga. 

In the Bhilgavata God is called Bhagavat, Parain- 
.itman or Antaryamin, Brahman or Krsna, according 
to the different aspects of the deity in view. The 
epithet Bhagavfin indicates God's control and trans¬ 
cendence of the limitations of may a that enmeshes 
human creatures (jiva). Bhagavan implies the 
deity's possession of supernatural power. In the 
Bh.lgavata (XI, 19, 40), we read, ‘‘power is my 
Divine state” (bhago me ai.svaro bhavah). Paramat- 
rnan is the deity as the Supreme Self: while 
Brahman is the undifferentiated Absolute. Krsna is 
all three—Bhagavun, Paramatman and Brahman— 
in the Bhlgavata. 

God is Pure Consciousness, devoid of all forms 
and names and the primordial reservoir of all 
creatures; by His power of consciousness He also 
bodies forth in diverse forms and names through 
creating the illusion of the material world. This is 
yoga-maya (Bhagavata, VII, 3, 34). Through his 
yoga-maya, God Who is the non-dual metaphysical 
essence spreads out the illusion of the Rasa scene 
and other episodes of Krsna and the Gopis on the 
bank of the Yamuna. Yoga-maya or para-may a is 
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also called cit-sakti—the sportive or individuat¬ 
ing consciousness of the Divine. It is only, how¬ 
ever, by spiritual insight (prajnana) that one can 
understand the Divine mystery of the Rasa. 

The nights were previously promised to the wo¬ 
men of Vraja for love sport by Krsna. By his in¬ 
comprehensible maya the Liord introduces autumn 
and the full moon* flowers and the song of the flute 
into the forest scene and creates his own eternal 
Vrndavana on the earth. Yet He personally remain:; 
completely non-attached to the love sport. We 
read in our text V, 6 that the autumnal, full moon 
nights became eternal in Vrndavana. 

The Divine maya or illusion here consists in 
securing the conditions for the growth and matura¬ 
tion of the Divine love of the Gopis. The Gopis 
embody the maturing religious attitudes and senti¬ 
ments of the human soul as Krsna is simultaneously 
God and the Absolute, the Eternal Lover (kanta) 
and the Unattached Witness (saksT). In the Bhaga- 
vata metaphysics Krsna is Paramatman, the Trans¬ 
cendental, Pure Consciousness (prajna). The mind 
as it reaches out to Krsna beyond the screens of 
maya experiences nirvikalpa samadhi. But the 
romance and poetry of the Bhagavata describe savi- 
kalpa samadhi, where the devotee though forgetting 
his own separate existence and seeing God every¬ 
where yet retains the reciprocity of love and its 
ecstatic experiences. Under the haze of the autumn 
moon the world disappears, but consciousness, bliss 
and beauty remain. The mind in savikalpa 
samadhi sports with its own subtle attitudes and 
sentiments in their varied nuances (atma-sakti, 
maya) represented by the Gopis. Poetry cannot 
describe the supreme, undifferentiated consciousness 
whose word is silence. It can only describe the 
intermediate stage of savikalpa samadhi in terms 
of beauty and joy of communion (Text IV, 10, V, 
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17). The forest of Vmdavana is the human heart 
where the eternal sport of the human and divine 
takes place (nitya Ilia). In the philosophy that is 
implicit in the Bhagavata both heaven (VaikunAa) 
and forest (Vmdavana) are not limited by the boun¬ 
daries of space and time. Krsna, though formless 
and absolute, manifests Himself in the flesh both as 
the Eternal Lover as well as in the forms of thous¬ 
ands of His beloved (Krsna-vadhus) in the course 
of His Divine Sport on the banks of the Yamuna. 

The Rasapaiicadhyaya, or the five chapters per¬ 
taining to the circular group dance of Krsna with 
the Gopls, distil and embody the full maturity of 
the mystical emotions. These successively unfold 
the following five stages of mystical consciousness 
comprising the five successive Divine lllas: 

1. The Meeting with Krsna and His Subsequent 
Disappearance. 

2. The Quest and Identification. 

3. The Lamentation of Krsna-vadhus. 

4. The Reunion and Pledge of Krsna. 

5. The Collective Dance and Sport of Rasa. 

The love-play of Krsna with the sixteen thousand 
GopTs or human souls consummates itself in the 
collective Rasa-dance. Here Krsna is seen with each 
for each and yet all for all. The slightest reminis¬ 
cence of the ego-feeling leads to His sudden dis¬ 
appearance and the desolation of the Gopls. (Vide 
end of this Chapter) 

2. As the full moon appeared and illumin¬ 
ed the eastern sky, the latter resembled the 
brightened face of a wife when she sees her 
husband back after a long time. The moon by 
its pleasant, reddish rays dissipated the sum- 
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mer heat for all beings. 

The moon is the mind of God (Bhagavata, 12, 11, 
7). The creation of the mind of God for his love 
play with creatures was synchronous with the 
advent of the full moon that in Sanskrit literature 
and tradition presides over the human mind 

3. The forest radiant v^ith the soft rays of 
the red moon and the blossoming lotuses 
looked like the full face of Krsna’s consort, 
Laksml. As He saw this He softly sounded 
his flute. 

The soft red colour of the full moon as it rises 
on the horizon stands for the Divine passion that 
gives its tint to the face of Rama, Visnu’s consort. 
The full circumference as well as the lotus bloom 
of the forest symbolise the completeness and beauty 
of the Divine vision. 

4. The GopTs whose minds had been 
already captured by Krsna, hearing His pas¬ 
sion-exciting song, hurried to Him. Their ear- 
ornaments trembled excitedly and they hardly 
watched one another’s movements. 

Eager expectancy is abundantly manifest in the 
Gopis’ complete oblivion of one another’s move¬ 
ments, as each secretly hurries through the forest 
to the presence of her beloved Lord, the ear- 
pendants reflecting the trepidation in the soul. 

5. Some Gopis who were milking cows left 
their task in their eagerness; some left leaving 
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the milk or rice boiling over the fire. 

6. Some who were at that time serving 
food to their husbands and children abandoned 
the task. Some left their infants half fed at 
the breasts. Some did not finish their services 
to their husbands and left them. Some did not 
wait to complete their own meals. 


At the call of the Divine, man suddenly leaves his 
job half done. Its completion lies in His grace. 
The note of the flute must not go unheeded in the 
midst of Life's urgent and imperative preoccupa- 
lions. 

7. Some engaged in smearing the body 
with sandal or cleansing it or applying colly- 
rium to the eyes ran in the direction of Krsna 
with their clothes and ornaments in disorder. 

The sloka suggests the Gopis’ complete' forgetful¬ 
ness of the body, 

8. The women, whose souls were captured 
by God, lost their sense of the external world. 
Overcoming the obstruction of their husbands, 
parents, brothers and kinsmen, they hurried 
towards Krsna. 

As the soul is surrendered, external relations, 
possessions and hindrances fade away. Compare 
Christ’s command: '‘Sell all thou hast and follow 
me*’. In the Bhagavata (X, 88, 8) we read: 'T steal 
all the wealth of one whom I favour, when he is 
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impoverished and his relations paying no heed to 
his afflictions forsake him’". 

9. A few women were confined to their 
homes and could not stir out. With their 
hearts completely captivated by Krsna they 
shut their eyes and began to meditate on Him. 

10. Their intolerable sense of separation 
from Krsna destroyed the evil consequences 
of their past deeds; while the joy derived from 
the embrace of the Lord in meditation over¬ 
came the good consequences of past deeds. 

The proximity of God removes at once all traces 
of both good and evil karma. One crowded moment 
of unison is the source of supreme bliss that trans¬ 
cends all sorrows and delights of the mental plane. 

11. United in meditation with Krsna, the 
Supreme Self, in unfettered love and freed 
from all bonds (of home and kindred) they 
abandoned their body of physical attributes. 

As long as the sense of body with its attributes 
(gunas) persists, the feeling of impropriety of the 
Gopis’ adventure of love remains. Krsna is the 
Supreme Self, Paramatman, and access to Him 
implies the annulment of the bodily sense, the focus 
of the consequences of good and evil ‘karma’ and 
the establishment of attributelessness (nirguna) or 
complete freedom from bondage. The Rasa-circle 
could not be constituted before the transformation 
of the physical (gunamaya) into the effulgent 
spiritual (cinmaya) selves through utter surrender 
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and renunciation. The Krsna lila with the Gopls is 
a divine-human episode, for the Gopls have acquir¬ 
ed new immaterial bodies stripped of the senses— 
radiant reflections (pratibimba) of the essence of 
God. 

12. Parlksit asked: How is it that the 
Gopls who did not comprehend, like the sages, 
the nature of Krsna as the Absolute, but ap- 
proached Him simply as their Lover or Hus¬ 
band could stem the perennial stream of 
earthly desires attached to the world of senses? 

The moot question of Indian religion is posed 
here: Can the path of desire lead to the cessation 
of desire? Can ‘bhakti’ give access to the uncondi¬ 
tioned and transcendent Absolute reached through 
the of self-knowledge? The answer is of 

course the same as that of the Bhagavadgita 
(XVIII, 55) that asserts ‘bhaktya mam-abhijanati’ 
(Through bhakti I am comprehended). Or, again, 
“To those who are in constant union with Me and 
worship Me with love, I grant the power of com¬ 
prehension (buddhi-yogam) by which they reach 
Me^’ (Gita X, 10). In the Bhagavata (I, 2, 7) we also 
read that ‘bhakti’ addressed to Vasudeva-Krsna 
quickly engenders renunciation and supreme know¬ 
ledge, beyond the sphere of arid argument and 
discourse. 

13. Suka said: About this I have already 
spoken (in the seventh skandha). If by enmity 
Krsna could be won (by Sisupala) it is no 
wonder that the Gopls could win Him by their 
self-forgetful attachment. 
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All desires and emotions deflected towards God 
in His human form during his earthly end in 
salvation if only there is concentration. Krsna in 
this sloka is transcendental. He is ‘ subduer of the 
sensesSee the note for sloka 15. 

14. God is without form and measure. He 
is without attributes and at the same time the 
source of their manifestation. For the sake of 
the salvation of mankind He assumes through 
His own will individuality (and form). 

This passage gives the Avatara (uicariiaUcn) 
doctrine. The Bhagavata (h v3. 5~30) believes in an 
incessant flow ol avataras from the inexhaustible 
“lalie'' of the Supreme, ,spilling over its banks. 
While many avalaras are partial manifestations, 
Krsna is the most compkde and perfect. God's ever- 
recurrent play (lila) in the world of Becoming 
through his assumption of human form and omni¬ 
potence is intended for the good of humanity. In 
fact this is the .supreme mystery in human and 
cosmic affairs. 


15. Men through constant attachment, 
anger, fear, affection, identification or intimacy 
with God can obtain unison with Him, Of this 
there is no doubt. 

The Bhagavata Purana illustrates how during 
Krsna's incarnation on the earth Kamsa and Sisupala 
who did Him honour through their fear and enmity, 
the Pandavas who followed Him as their never- 
failing Friend, Nanda and Yasoda who cherished 
Him as their beloved Son, the shepherds of Vraja 
who deemed Him as their Comrade, the Yaduvarhsis 
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who regarded Him as their Kinsman, the Gopls who 
sought Him as their Lover and the sages and saints 
who meditated on Him as the Paramfitman—alJ 
alike found release. Krsna in His human form give.^^; 
full salvation to different persons under differenl 
circumstances however divergent their inclinations 
towards Him. In the Bhfigavata (VII, 1, 30) we 
read: Gopyah kfimiit bhayal kainso dvosaccaid* 
yadayo nrpah. Fear and hatred of the Lord save 
human souls simply because of the continuous 
thought of the Lord that these imply. While Kamsa 
won Hari through fear and f^isiipfila and Dantavaktra 
through hatred, Hiranyakasipu could be saved due 
to his proximity to Prahlfida. Contrasted with the 
adverse relationship, the devotion of saints like 
Niirada, the affection of the Pfindavas, the family 
attachment of the Yadu clan and the self-oblivious 
love of the Gopls have all been means of God-reali¬ 
sation. The Divine personality has innumerable 
facets. Thus people win salvation through Krsna in 
whatever manner they respond to Him. Krsna is 
the Indweller in the hearts of all (sarva-bhiita- 
hidaya) and though without name and fonn He 
becomes manifest in the world in the mode which 
each person according to his or her desires and 
sadhanfi would like to cherish for salvation (tat tat 
vapuh pranayase sadanugrah.aya, Bhagavata, III, 9 . 
11). Again in X, 82, 48 we find that Krsna taught 
the Gopls the Supreme knowledge on the bank of 
the SarasvatT in Kuruksetra (adhyntma-siksayri 
gopya evain Krsnena siksitah). 

16. Krsna is the Universal and Eternal 
and is the Supreme Master of the yogis. He 
bestows His grace in manifold ways so that all 
creatures may be redeemed. 
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17. Krsna, Pre-eminent among poets and 
speakers, saw the women of Vraja who had 
heard the song of His flute approaching Him 
and sweetly remarked. 

18. Krena said: Ye, blessed ones, you 
have reached here safely. Let me know what 
I can do for you. I hope that there is nothing 
wrong in Vraja. Tell me why you have come. 

19. Ye, beautiful ones, this is a dreadful 
night infested with terrifying animals. Go 
back to Vraja. This is not the place for 
women. 

20. Your parents, sons, brothers and hus¬ 
bands are searching for you in great anxiety, 
in your absence ... You should not inflict pain 
on your kith and kin. 

21. Now you have seen the forest radiant 
with the rays of the full moon, resplendent 
with blossoms and trembling in the soft breeze 
wafted from across the Yamuna. 

22. Therefore do not tarry, but return to 
Vraja. There serve your husbands, ye chaste 
ones. The calves are crying; release them after 
milking the cows. The infants are crying; give 
them feed. 


23. It is true due to profound love you 
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have come surrendering your hearts to Me. 
This is as it should be, since all creatures love 
Me. 

Krsna speaks to the Gopis tantalisingly. 

24. Ye well-meaning ones, the supreme 
duties of women are service to their husbands, 
care of their parents and protection of the 
young ones. 

The stanzas hide a second meaning. Here is the 
profound test for the human soul in the eternally 
beautiful fragrant forest of Vmdavana, offering it 
the rare opportunity in the full moon night for the 
enjoyment of supreme love and bliss. Unless all the 
duties and bonds of life (samsara) fade away, God’s 
presence cannot be abiding. 

25. Women who free from sins seek 
heaven cannot abandon their husbands even if 
they be ignoble, unfortunate, old, decrepit, dis¬ 
eased and poor. 

26. The imwarranted love of married 
women is condemned everywhere and also by 
scriptures as infamous and wicked barring 
entry to heaven. 

27. More than physical proximity it is the 
hearing (of praise), meditation, vision and 
hymn-singing that increase devotion towards 
Me. Therefore go back to your homes. 
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Even if it be granted that this love is not illicit, 
‘bhakti’ develops through hearing and recounting 
of the praises of God and yogic meditation by which 
God’s physical presence can be realised. Bhakti is 
indispensable for the realisation of the constant 
presence of God that is not physical but transcen¬ 
dental. 

28. ISuka said; The women of Vraja, 
hearing the bitter words of Govinda, became 
sad and disappointed and were submerged in 
a sea of despair. 

God’s warning arouses in man thoughts ©f right 
and wrong that cannot be solved by mere human 
experience, 

29. Due to grief, their breath became 
warm and quick. Their faces, with lips red 
and luscious like bimba fruits, were downcast. 
They kept their toes digging into the ground 
Heavily burdened with grief they stood silent, 
while tears, collecting the collyrium from their 
eyes, washed away the kuhkuma powder 
from their breasts. 

30. The Gopis, w'ho were attached to Krsna 
and had banished all other desires for His 
sake, addressed him. Their voice was choked 
with the anger of love. They rubbed their 
eyes bedimmed with tears. 

31. The GopTs said: Oh Lord, Oh Free 
One, it does not behove Thee to address such 
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cruel words to those who have sought refuge at 
Your feet, having renounced everything else. 
Rather fulfil the desires of Your devotees just 
os the Primordial Purusa never* abandons 
those who seek salvation. 

32. Oh Krsna, what you have said about 
the duties of womanhood, viz. service to hus* 
bands, offspring and relations, is rightly 
spoken by you as the Preceptor. But our duty 
is to You as the Supreme Lord (dwelling in 
the hearts of all). For you are the dearest 
friend, well-wisher and soul of all creatures of 
the earth. 

The contrast drawn here is that between the 
Acarya (teacher) and the indwelling spirit (Isa or 
is vara). Earlier it is mentioned that the Gopls 
replaced their physical (guna-maya) by .spiritual 
(cinmaya) bodies. In the Bhagavata Krsna is the 
Teacher (X, 82, 47). 

33. Those v/ho are well-versed in the 
Sastras show their attachment towards You, 
their own Eternally Beloved Supreme Selves. 
Of what avail are husbands, sons and others 
who are causes of pain and suffering? Hence, 
ye beneficient lotus-eyed One, be kind to us 
and do not uproot the creeper of longing 
nurtured by us. 

34. Our minds formerly attached to our 
homes are now captured by you; our hands 





110 THE LORD OF THE AUTUMN MOONS 

formerly occupied with household duties are 
now idle. Nor can our feet move a single step 
away from yours. How can we go to Vraja 
and what shall we do there? 

35. Oh Krsna, quench the fire of desire 
stirred in our hearts by the sweet sound of the 
flute filled with the nectar from Your sweet 
lips, and by Your radiant smiles and glances. 
Otherwise our bodies will be burnt by the fire 
of separation and our souls through the ‘yoga’ 
of meditation will then reach Your sacred feet. 

36. Oh Lotus-eyed Krsna, You are the soul 
of the people of Vraja. We have touched those 
feet of Yours, that are the delight of Laksmi. 
Having been enraptured by You, how can we 
face and stay with our husbands? 

37. Laksmi, who is sought ardently by 
the gods in order that she may bestow her 
grace, has obtained her seat in Your breast. 
Yet envying TulasI she fondly covets the dust 
of Your feet. Like her we also seek shelter at 
Your lotus feet. 

TulasI is Laksmi’s co-wife but her permanent 
position is always on Krsna’s feet. In worship tulasi 
leaves are always offered at His feet. 


38. Oh Dispeller of Sorrow, having left our 
homes, for the purpose of worshipping you, 
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we have (like the yogins) reached Your feet. 
Be kind to us. Oh, Beautiful One, enslave us; 
our hearts are aglow with warm passion due to 
your sweet smiles and glances. 

39. Beauteous One, we are enslaved by 
Your smiling face, beautiful curly hair, cheeks 
adorned with pendants and luscious lips. Your 
pair of hands bestow security and Your breast 
is the citadel of bliss for LaksmI. 

40. O Krsna, there is no woman in the 
world who will not be enraptured by the song 
of Your flute, with its sweet and long-drawn- 
out notes which produce ecstasy among cows, 
birds, animals and trees. Having seen Your 
beautiful form which lends grace to the three 
worlds, who will not deviate from the customs 
and manners of the Aryas? 

The song of the flute is the lure of the Infinite that 
enraptures all creation. The Gopis symbolise the 
hankering of the human soul towards infinitude and 
beauty. In the Bhagavata (X, 21, 13), it is men¬ 
tioned how the cattle respond to the sweet notes 
of Krsna’s flute. The calves stand still enraptured 
with tears of gladness in their eyes. 

41. Oh Refuge of the Sorrow-stricken, 
just as You, as the Primordial Lover and Pro¬ 
tector of Heaven, have impersonated Yourself 
in order to protect the people of Vraja, simi¬ 
larly protect us, Your slaves, by placing Your 



11.2 


THE LORD OF THE AUTUMN MOONS 


lotus hands upon our aching breasts and heads. 

The reference here is to the various incarnations 
of the Lord for the alleviation of the woes of gods 
and men. About forty avataras are mentioned in 
the BliTigavala, fractions or fractions of fractions of 
God. The incarnation of Krsna as the son of Nanda 
and Yasoda in Vraja demands that the self-immola¬ 
tion of the GopTs due to separation must be averted 
by the compassion o( Lord who is their kith and 
kin (Svajana) (Bhagavata X, 43, 17). 

42. Sukadeva said: The Lord of the 
Great Yogis listening to these wailful words of 
the Gopis smiled in kindness. Though immer 
sed in the joy of his own Self, He variously and 
ceaselessly indulged in dalliance with the 
GopTs. 

By the power of yoga Krsna (yogeivaresvara) as¬ 
sumes a multiplicity of forms in the circular group 
dance with the sixteen thousand Gopis, each of 
whom found Him by her side. Without this miracle 
the Rasa would not have been possible. Krsna’s 
love sport in Vraja is the outward reflection of His 
own eternally blissful true nature (atmarama or 
sva-rati). Externally the GopTs are like the sages, 
supreme devotees of Krsna; internally the Gopis 
stand for the atma-saktis or the gunas of jlva finding 
its identity with Isvara (IV, 10) or the different 
moods or stages of unison with Krsna. The love- 
dance is the eternal, ever-expansive inter-play of 
God’s attributes of Love, Beauty and Bliss (HladinT 
sakti) revealed to the human heart experiencing the 
full maturation of the religious sentiment. The 
Gopis are the myriad emotions and sentiments of 
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man wending their way God-ward; while Krsna is 
Pure Consciousness and Bliss that represent the 
summum bonum. The Rasa-llla myth is the transla¬ 
tion of man’s yogic experience into romantic adven¬ 
ture appropriate for poetic treatment. A myth is 
neither fanciful nor fictitious. The Rasa-lila shows 
the incarnations of God in the flesh as both the 
Eternal Lover (Kanta) and the External Beloved 
(the Gopis as the Krsna-vadhus) discarding all His 
transcendental attributes and powers for the evoca¬ 
tion and maturation of the entire gamut of subtle 
and profound emotions of Divine love (bhakti). In 
the Bhagavata the Deity is both impersonal without 
attributes and Personal with divine attributes (Vide 
ante IL J^uka’s prayer 11-27). 

43. The Immaculate, yet Playful Krsna, 
consorted \vith the bevy of Gopis whose faces 
glowed with His radiant gaze. He smiled gra- 
ciously showing His kunda-like teeth. He 
shone like the full moon surrounded by the 
stars. 

God is Pure and Integral. The Gopis are reflec¬ 
tions of His own ineffable joys and delights. In the 
diverse extravagant (udara) love-sport, characte¬ 
rised by the inter-play of the whole range of emo¬ 
tions and sentiments, God remains indivisible 
(akhanclita) and unconditioned (acyuta) Self. 

44. Krsna, the Lord of the hundreds of 
Gopis who sang near Him wandered about the 
forest wearing the vaijayanti garland and sing¬ 
ing in their company. 


The song of the Gopis is the praise of God, 
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Krsnanama. The essence of the Rasa dance is the 
song of the Divine in which man and God recipro¬ 
cate. 

45. Ki.sna spoi'ted with the Gopis on the 
cool sandy bank of the Yamuna. It was sen,- 
ed by the breeze, cooled by contact with the 
dancing waves and filled with the fragrance 
of blossoming lotuses. 

46. Ktsna bestowed various embraces and 
endearments on the GopTs and brought them 
under the spell of the God of Love. And then 
He began His sport with them. 

Tlie eight-fold embraces according to the Kama- 
sastra (which places twelve nuances of sex-passion 
in twelve erogenous zones of the body) are mention¬ 
ed here so as to elicit passion among the Gopis who 
at first did not know passionate desire (kama) but 
only non-attachment (prema). The love-play con¬ 
summates itself not in satiety or ennui as in the 
case of human passion but in intense bliss. It is an 
intimate experience of each soul revealed through 
the Divine Communion. 

47. The Gopis, obtaining such endearment 
from the lofty-souled Lord Himself, felt ex¬ 
ceedingly proud among the women of the 
earth. 

Krsna offers the Gopis the entire gamut of spiri¬ 
tual delights and at the same time instils a sense of 
pride bom of this intimacy with Him. Even a slight 
tinge of egotism brings about the downfall of the 
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soul and causes separation from God, God alone is 
full and complete. The sense of self-sufficiency of 
man is the negation of spiritual life. It will be 
evident later that this disappearance is not meant 
for all. The favoured Gopis still enjoy Krsna’s com¬ 
panionship in the forest. 

48. Krsna, seeing the self-conceit of the 
Gopis due to the rare fortune of the enjoy¬ 
ment of God, suddenly disappeared in order 
to mitigate pride and to enhance their delight 
in reunion. 

Tlie interruption of God's presence stimulates 
fresh adventures of love, profounder spiritual expe¬ 
riences. God is envisaged as the Clever Lover 
(rasika-sekhara) who by His absence brings about 
the full maturation of love. Thus the divine 
absence is itself a divine grace (prasada). 



Chapter Two 

THE QUEST AND IDENTIFICATION 

1. ^uka said: After the sudden departure 
of Krsna, the women of Vraja who have lost 
Him lamented like a herd of elephants who 
have lost their leader. 

2. They became so completely absorbed in 
the meditation of Krsna, overwhelmed by his 
sweet smiles, loving glances and melodious 
words and gestures that they began to imitate 
His various heroic adventxrres. 

The Gopis’ complete identity-consciousness with 
Krsna makes them dramatise the incidents of His 
life. 


3. They were so full of the picture of Krena 
with His smiles, glances, words and move¬ 
ments and so identified with Him that they 
began to announce to one another: T am 
Krsna’. 

Self-forgetfulness reaches its climax in the identifi¬ 
cation of the Gopis’ body, mind, words and gestures 
with those of Krsna. Not merely is the universe full 
of Krsna, but the Gopis themselves are transformed 
inside and outside into Krsna. This is the state of 
religious frenzy (divyonmada). The Bhagavata’s 
‘asau ahain’ is the emotional counterpart of the 
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metaphysical ‘tat aharn’ or ‘tat tvani asi’ of the 
Upanisads. 

4. Grouped together they proceeded from 
forest to forest in their madness searching for 
Krsna. They sang His praises loudly and asked 
the trees of the forest the whereabouts of Krsna 
even though He pervades the universe inside 
and outside like the sky. 

5. Oh! Asvattha, Plaksa and Nyagrodha, 
have you seen the Son of Nanda, the Thief who 
has fled stealing our hearts by his loving smiles 
and glances? 

6. Oh, Kurabaka, A.soka, Nagakesara, 
Punnaga and Campaka, do you know which 
way Krsna, Whose smile conquers the pride of 
beautiful women, has gone? 

7. Oh, TulasI, you who are attached to the 
feet of Govinda, have you seen the ever-sweet 
and immaculate Krsna who carries you on His 
lotus feet that allure swarms of bees? 

Tulasi being the special favourite of Krsna is ad¬ 
dressed as a friend (KalyanI) by the GopTs. 

8. Oh, Miilatl, Mallika, JatT and Yuthika, 
you appear to be happy, having felt the cares¬ 
sing touch of Krsna. Do you know where He 
has gone beyond our sight? 

These are fragrant spring blossoms, favourite 
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of Madhava, the king of spring. If TulasI as a wife 
of Krsna be jealous of the GopTs and hides the truth, 
the Gopis may expect greater syjnpathy from 
MfiiatT, Mallik.1 and other flowers who having felt 
His cares.s are now' left disconsolate. 

9. Oh, Cfita, Priyala, Panasa, Asana, Kovi- 
(lara, Jambfi, Arka, Bilva, Bakula, Amra, 
Kadamba and NTpa: You are dedicated to the 
.service of others and dwell on the banks of 
the Yamuna. We feel desolate in our hearts. 
Show us the path following which we can find 
Krsna. 

10. Oh, Earth, what austerities have you 
undergone, so as to be favoured with the touch 
of the feet of Kosava? The ‘dfirva’ grass on 
your body bears witness to your joyous thrill. 
Did you experience this touch when Krsna in 
his incarnation as Triviki’ama touched you, or 
embraced you in the form of the Boar? 

The question is asked about the cause of Earth’s 
.shiver of delight. Is this due to Kjsna’s present 
game of hide and seek on the bank of the Yamuna? 
Or is it due to contact during His past incarna¬ 
tions as V.amana when He covered the entire earth 
by a single foot or as Varaha (Boar) when He 
embraced the Earth for rescuing her from the 
cosmic deluge? 

11. Oh, friend, darling of the black deer, 
your happy eyes indicate that these have met 
the Immaculate Krsna when He came near 
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with His beloved. Otherwise how is it that the 
breeze here is full of the fragrance of Kisna’s 
garland of Kunda flowers, mixed with that of 
Kuhkuma from the breasts of the GopTs He 
was sporting with. 

12. Oh, trees, are you bowing down to Kr.sna, 
who has placed His left hand on the shoulders 
of His beloved? By the lotus held in His right 
hand He is scattering the bees of the TulasI 
forest which are pursuing Him? Has He reci¬ 
procated your greetings with His loving 
glances? 


The tree.s bending down under the weight of 
fruits are considered as bowing to Krsna. 

13. One GopI says to another: Oh! Friend, 
ask the creeper which has entwined in embrace 
the big tree, its lover. It has certainly been 
touched by Krsna’s fingers (when He plucked 
its flowers). For, see how it bears the shiver 
of delight (in its blossoms). 

Tlie mere embrace of its own beloved cannot 
account for this joy. The keenness of it is ascribed 
to the touch of the Lord. 

14. The Gopis thus speaking distractedly 
were overcome with fatigue in their search for 
Krsna. Then they identified themselves with 
Him and began to imitate His various exploits 
fdescribed previously]. 
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Full surrender to God leads the human soul to 
identify itself with the Divine ‘Ilia’ according to its 
moods, proclivities and previous experiences. One 
may also refer here to the spiritual exercises men¬ 
tioned in The Imitation of Christ. 

15. One Gopi personated herself as Putana. 
Another thinking herself Krsna fed at her 
breast. Still another, crying like the child 
Kr.sna, spurned a fellow GopT regarding her as 
ihe play-chariot. 

16. One GopI played the role of the demon 
Tniavarta and lifted another to the sky as if the 
latter were infant Krsna. Another with anklets 
jingling crawled on the ground bruising her 
knees imitating the child. 

17. Some Gopi personated as Krsna, an 
other as Riima, several others as shepherds. 
One took up the role of Vatsasura while an¬ 
other attacked him as Krsna. One became 
Bakasura, and had herself killed by another 
GopT, imitating Krsna. 

18. Like Krsna some Gopis called the 
calves from a distance; one sounded the flute 
like Krsna while others began to praise her. 

19. One Gopi having placed her hand on 
another’s shoulder and imitating the gait of 
Krsna remarks: “Friend, see, I am Krsna. 
Mark my graceful movement.” 
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20. One of them talks like Krsna: “Do not 
be frightened by the rain and wind. I have 
come to protect you”. Having said this, she 
raised her upper garment to the sky (as if she 
were holding the Govardhana hill). 

21. 0 King: One Gopi having placed her 
foot on another’s head, as if she were Kaliya 
serpent, observes: “Go hence; you wicked one. 
I am born as the Scourge of the malevolent”. 

22. Then another GopI says: “Oh, shep¬ 
herds, see the terrible forest fire. Quickly close 
your eyes. I shall easily bring you to safety”. 

23. One soft-limbed GopT, having (like 
Yasoda) bound another with her garland, says: 
“You have stolen the butter and broken the 
pot. I shall bind you to the mortar”. The 
other woman playing the role of infant Krsna 
covers her face and mimicks fear. 

24. The Gopis having thus enacted the 
exploits of Krsria and asked the forest and 
creepers of Vrndavana His whereabouts, dis¬ 
covered the foot-prints of the Lord in one part 
of the forest. 

25. Here are clearly discernible the feet of 
the son of Nanda, for these bear the sacred 
marks of the flag, lotus, thunderbolt, noose and 
grain. 
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26. As the Gopis were going forward fol 
lowing the footprints of Krsna, they discovered 
those of a woman intermingled with these, and 
overwhelmed with sadness spoke to one 
another. 

27. Just as the foot-prints of a she-elephant 
erase those of the leader of the herd she 
follows, so the footprints of the Gopi (on 
\^hose shoulders Krsna had placed His hands) 
iiave obliterated His foot-marks. Who is this 
(fortunate) woman? 

28. Krsna seems to have been delighted by 
her worship. How else could He have forsaken 
us taking her alone in the forest? 

Several commentators like the Gesvainls Sanatana 
and Jlv^a, Sukadeva and Visvanatha CakravartT 
derive the name of Radha, the specially favoured 
Gopi who enjoys alone the companionship of Krsna 
in the forest, from the word “aradhita’^ or worship¬ 
ped (riidhayati aradhayati aradhyate va iti radha). 
Or ‘radhita’ means associated with Radhii (radha 
sahjata asya, radhamitah praptah). While Radha 
means one who attains the acme of worship, Krsna 
in this sloka is called Govinda who conquers and 
presides over the senses (‘go' means the senses). 
The Lord of Vrndavana is Govinda. The Caitanya 
school of Vaisnavism is based on the worship of 
Radha, and stresses the Radha-Klrsna sport that is 
nof delineated in the Bhagavata at all. 

29. Oh Friends: The dust of Govindah 
feet is sacred. Brahma, Siva and the goddess 
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Kama hold it on their heads for the removal of 
their sins. 

30. We are distressed to find the foot-prints 
of the woman who is accompanying Krsna. 
Having stolen the lips of the Immaculate One, 
sought by all of us, she enjoys them all by 
herself. 

31. See, her foot prints have disappeared 
here. Surely the beloved’s soft feet having 
been hurt by the new grass, Krsna has lifted 
her on his shoulders. 

32. Here the Lover has culled flowers in 
order to decorate the beloved. Here her foot¬ 
prints that have become invisible show that 
Krsna has carried her on his shoulders. 

33. O GopTs, witness whether the amorous 
Krsna has taken her on his shoulders, His feet 
have sunk deeper here. Here again He has 
brought her down for the purpose of plucking 
flowers. 

34. Here the Lover has dressed the be¬ 
loved’s hair. Surely He sat (here) in order to 
make a crown of flowers for her. 

35. Krsna is delighted in His own Self, 
sports with His own Self and remains His own 
integral Self. He sported with the GopTs in 
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order to show how lecherous men sell them 
selves to women, and how women play their 
wicked pranks on them. 

Here is the kernel of the teaching. God 
is the Absolute, the Full and the Blissful. 
He sports with his own attributes or mani¬ 
festations of Love, Beauty and Delight. 
This is called in Vaisnavism the hladini sakti or 
bliss of the Pure, Indivisible (akhandita) and yet 
Sportful and Blissful One (atmarata) in His own 
creation. The spilling of love, beauty and bliss in 
and by the Supreme Self in the Universe is symbo¬ 
lised as God’s love-sport with the GopTs. But this 
sport is a chequered one due to the drawbacks and 
limitations of the Gopis as their religious sentiment 
lemains superficial and immature. The “wayward¬ 
ness” (duratmata) of the GopTs is three-fold, and 
receives God’s punishment in succession. God 
abandons those who are proud and favours the 
fortunate Gopi whom he considers as most imbued 
with the spirit of non-attachment and surrender. 
Even she later develops self-pride as the privileged 
one and is immediately forsaken. Where there is 
neither pride nor attachment in the human soul, 
God’s grace becomes infinite. The movement of 
God towards His forlorn but devoted creature is 
symbolised by Krsna carrying His beloved GopI on 
his broad shoulders and embellishing her with 
choice flowers. 

36, 37. Thus showing Krsna’s footprints to 
one another, the GopTs wandered in the forest 
in their (divine) frenzy. And the Gopi whom 
Krsna had specially favoured, abandoning 
others in the forest, thought herself to be the 
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foremost of her sex and became inflated with 
conceit. 

Here the irrepressible pride or waywardness 
(duratmata) of the human soul mentioned above is 
illustrated. This is sternly and promptly punished 
by God. 

38. Having penetrated a little into the 
forest, the self-conceited woman spoke to 
Krsna, ' I cannot walk farther. Take me where' 
ever You will (on your shoulders). 

The human soul must pursue the Divine in un¬ 
flagging zeal. There must not be any slackness of 
endeavour. God’s redeeming grace also cannot be 
had on demand from even the most intimate soul. 
The wind bloweth where it listeth. 

39. Krsna readily assented to take her on 
his shoulders and then disappeared instanta- 
neously. The beloved of God then began her 
lament. 

This is the second disappearance of God. Here 
the most beloved of Krsna’s devotees is chastised in 
the moment of her deepest intimacy with the Lord 
due to her over-weening self-conceit. 

The drama gains in poignancy when the entire 
body of Gopis discover Krsna sporting alone with 
the favoured one. This provokes at once self- 
conceit in the favoured one and jealousy in the 
heart of the rest. On the other hand, the grief of 
the favoured one, due to Krsna’s abandoning her in 
the dark forest, enhances the common forlornness 
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of the whole circle as an indispensable preliminar> 
to the collective Rasa dance. 

40. Oh Lord; Oh Beloved; Oh Dearest; Oh 
Long-armed One; Where are You? I am your 
slave and am distracted. Take me to You, Oh 
Friend. 

It is only a sense of complete desolation and self- 
.surrender that brings the soul to God. Somehow 
the soul here in its solitariness has a dim intimation 
of the Divine proximity (sannidhim). 

41. Suka said; The Gopis, in search of the 
Lord found near by their friend distracted 
the grief of separation from the Beloved. 

42. Then hearing about Krsna’s special 
favour to her, followed by His desertion on 
account of her own perversity, they became 
amazed. 

The human soul encounters constant disillusion¬ 
ment and despair at the fleeting nature of God’s 
living presence and would not consider its own 
limitations. It is brought home to the Gopis that 
mere search in the forest cannot insure God’s 
proximity. There is a pun on the word “duratma” 
that means both “perverse” and “distant” from 
God. 

43. Then the Gopis having entered the 
forest and searched for Krsna as far as the 
moon illumined it came across impenetrable 
darkness and returned. 
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44. Their minds were concentrated on 
Krsua. They conversed about Him. Their be¬ 
haviour resembled His and their hearts were 
surrendered to Him. Singing His praises, they 
forgot all about their own homes. 


The word used for the home is ‘‘atmagara*’ mean¬ 
ing also the body. There is complete oblivion here 
of one’s body, mind, heart and behaviour. There 
are stages in the development of identity conscious¬ 
ness: 

1. The love of Krsna drives the GopLs to a fren¬ 
zied search for Him in the dark forest. 

2. There is some relaxation of divine madness 

(divyonrnada) as the Gopls anxiously interro¬ 
gate trees, creepers, flowers, animals and the 
earth regarding the whereabouts of Krsna. 

3. The Gopls are themselves transformed into so 
many Krsnas and imitate his adventures (Ilia). 

4. The final stage is represented by complete self- 
oblivion and realisation of themselves as Krsna. 
The hymn singing in the last stage is a kind 
of automatic and habitual response. 

45. Then the Gopls constantly thinking of 
Krsna and eagerly soliciting His return, went 
back to the bank of the Yamuna and there 
sang collectively the hymns of Krsna. 

It was on the banks of the Yamuna that the Gopis 
first encountered Krsna. They were unconsciously 
directed here as the final meeting-place with the 
Lord for the consummation of the !^sa. Here they 
sought His grace by group hymn-singing that swept 
away their ego-limitations and jealousies. 



Chapter Three 
THE LAMENTATION 

1. The Gopis said: Oh Dear One: Because 
of your birth here the land of Vraja has thriv¬ 
ed (more than Heaven); the Goddess Laksml 
has made it her permanent abode. But these 
Gopis of yours, who live only for Your sake, 
are in search of You in all quarters. Be now 
manifest. 

The Gopis on the bank of the Yamuna give 
expression here to their utter forlomness separately 
or in groups. The stanzas show some inconsistency 
of thought and sentiment characteristic of their dis¬ 
traught condition. 

2. Oh Giver of Joy, whose eyes excel in 
their beauty the autumnal lotuses of the lakes, 
You have deprived us of our hearts; we have 
become Your slaves without consideration. 
Does it not amount to killing (by weapons)? 

3. Oh Supreme: You have protected us 
again and again from the poisonous waters of 
Kaliya lake, from the clutches of Aghasura, 
from the rain, storm and thunder of Indra, 
from Vrsabhasura and Vyomasura and other 
numerous perils. 
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4 . Oh Friend: You are not only the son of 
Yasoda. You are the in-dweller in the hearts 
<>{ all living creatures. In fulfilment of the 
prayer of Brahma, you are born in the clan of 
the Yadavas in order to protect the world. 

5. Oh Pre-eminent among the Yadavas: 
Your lotus hands bestow security on Your 
devotees seeking refuge at Your feet from the 
dread of births and rebirths in ‘sanisara’. 
Place these, wish-fulfilling hands held by 
Lakt^mT, Oh Dear One, on our heads. 

6. Oh Hero: Oh Destroyer of sufferings of 
the people of Vraja: Your smile is enough to 
destroy pride in the hearts of Your devotees. 
Oh Friend: You accept these slaves of Yours. 
Show us Your beautiful lotus face. 

7. Your lotus feet dispel the vices of those 
who bow to these, they follow the cattle herds 
(of Vraja); they are the refuge of LaksmI and 
are placed on the poisonous hood of Kaliya 
snake. Place these now on our breasts and 
destroy our passion. 

These stanzas are finely melodious in their rhythm 
and are sung by the devout. The tune is of folk- 
origin. 

8. Oh Lotus-eyed One: We are your slaves. 
Your sweet words have deprived us of our 
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senses. Bring life to us by giving us the nectar 
of Your lips. 

9. The blessed ones of the world constantly 
sing Your praises full of the nectar of eternal 
bliss—hymns composed by the seers. These 
destroy all sins, bestow weal no sooner these 
are heard, lead to the cultivation of supreme 
knowledge and love and are a source of life to 
those who are afflicted by it. 

10. Oh Dear; Oh Deceiver: Your sweet 
smiles and loving glances, Your adventures, 
the meditation of which leads to happiness, 
and Your thrilling secret gestures of love agi¬ 
tate our minds. 

11. Oh Dear; Thinking of Your departure 
from Vraja for the grazing of cattle and how 
Y'our soft beautiful lotus feet may suffer from 
pricking stones, thorns and shoots of grass, we 
are overwhelmed with pain. 

12. Oh Hero: At the close of the day as we 
saw Your beautiful lotus face set off by lovels' 
curls and smeared with the dust raised by the 
cattle, our hearts were smitten with passion. 

13. Oh Darling, Oh Gracious Fulfiller of 
desires, place upon our breasts Your lotus 
feet. Your feet that are worshipped by 
Brahma and are ornaments of the earth, the 
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refuge in man’s misfortunes and the source of 
supreme delight to those who serve them. 

14. Offer us the nectar of Your lips that 
arouse transcendent passion, that destroy all 
sorrows, that are kissed by the melodious flute 
and dispel all attachment to the senses. 

1,5. As You go to the forest in daytime a 
moment of your absence seems an age. When 
you return in the evening and we see Your 
face set off by curled locks wo wish we had 
winkless vision of Your beauty, and blame the 
wicked Brahma for having given us eye-lids 
that impede constant gaze. 

16. Oh Indivisible One: We have come to 
You having forsaken husbands, sons, relatives 
and friends. You, Who know the movements 
of all creatures, are fully aware that we have 
become captivated by the song of Your flute. 
Oh Deceiver, who except You can desert 
women in the night? 

17. Your secret overtures of love, Your 
glances that excite passion. Your smiling face 
and Your broad breast, the refuge of Laksmi, 
make us burn with desire. Our minds again 
and again become distraught. 

18. Oh Krsna: Your advent has been for 
the immense welfare of the world and the 
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eJimination of the sufferings of the forest 
dwellers of Vraja. Give us a balm that will 
cure the sickness in the heart of Your kith 
and kin who have so long yearned for You. 

19. Oh Dear One: Afraid lest our hard 
breasts should hurt Your soft lotus feet we 
used to place these gently on them. Does it 
not hurt You now when You wander about in 
the forest? Are not Your feet wounded by 
sharp pebbles? Meditating on this, our minds 
become distracted, for You are dearer to us 
than our own life. 

The lamentation for Krsna represents that stage 
of adventure of the human soul where, after the 
enjoyment of the ecstatic delight of the Divine 
presence, it feels completely desolate in the period 
of separation. As long as warmly human emotions 
and sentiments are felt towards God, such “dark 
nights of the human soul” are bound to recur. In 
the next phase the soul attains pure and unitary 
consciousness familiar in Upanisadic contemplation 
when the all-too-human delights and despairs of the 
mental plane di.sappear (Chapter IV, especially 8, 9, 
10 and 13 and Mfindukya, V). The intermediate 
phase is represented by one GopI who in spite of the 
Dord’s physical proximity enjoys His presence in 
yogic meditation with her eyes turned inward 
(IV, 8). 



Chapter Four 

THE REUNION AND PLEDGE 


Suka said: 

1. Oh King, the Gopis, eagerly longing to 
meet Krsna, began thus to sing hymns in His 
praise, and set up a loud and melodious wail. 

2. Before the lamenting Gopis Krsna 
Whose lotus face was radiant with smile, and 
Who wore the yellow garment and the garland 
of wild flowers appeared. He shone like the 
veritable conqueror of the God of Love. 

Krsna here appears as the apogee of beauty far 
excelling the charms of Kandarpa, the god of pas¬ 
sion. The yellow of Krsna’s garment reflects the 
radiance of Pure Consciousness. The god of passion 
presides (as ‘iidhidaivika’ spirit) over the delights of 
the senses, but Krsna, the Supreme Self and In¬ 
dweller of every creature (as ‘adhyatma’ essence) 
is the lord of Kandarpa whose attractiveness pales 
before His. Krsna's love-play with the thousand 
human souls is possible because He is entirely dif¬ 
ferent from Kandarpa, who can only excite the 
body and the senses. 

3. All the Gopis saw the arrival of their 
most beloved Krsna with their eyes beaming 
bright like lotuses. As the limbs obtain a fresh 
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lease of life (when a person recovers flora a 
swoon), so the Gopis thrilling with new life 
stood up all at once. 

4. One GopT caught hold of Krsiia’s lotus 
hand in her folded palm in joy; another placed 
his sandal-smeared hand on her shoulder. 

5. Another beautiful GopI received a betel 
chewed by Krsna in her folded hands. Another 
assuaged her pain of separation by holding His 
cool feet on her breasts. 

6. Yet another overwhelmed by the anger 
of disappointed love, bit her lips and rebuked 
Krsna with her arch frowning looks. 

7. Just as the sages continually meditate on 
Krsna’s feet but find no satiety, so another 
Gopi kept on gazing at the lotus face of Kr-sna 
with winkless eyes insatiably. 

8. Another Gopi first feasting her eyes on 
the beauty of Krsna installed Him in her heart 
and embraced Him, closing her eyes. She 
shivered in delight in all her limbs and remain¬ 
ed steeped in bliss like a yogi. 

9. Just as the yogis overcome the sorrow 
of the world through the realisation of the 
Supreme Self as the ever-present Witness, so 
the GopTs enjoying the festival of the full 
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vision of the Lord got rid of their grief of 
separation. 


The reference to Prajna Purusa is significant indi¬ 
cating the access of the 'yogi to the Supreme Self as 
the Seer or Witness (Saks!) when ignorance (avidya) 
isfiruJly abolished (prajnena atmanii anvarudha). See 
Bhagavata, XI, 13, 27-34. The GopTs reach through 
bhakti even in their waking consciousness (jagrata) 
and phantasy (svapna) the highest stage won in the 
Path of Knowledge. Man here is distracted neither 
by the sense-impressions of the waking world 
(jagrata) nor by the unconscious cravings of dream 
and phantasy (svapna), nor are his mind and senses 
ontirefv abolished as in deep sleep (susupti). He has 
direct and clear intuition of Supreme knowledge and 
delight in the Pure Self (Mandukya, 5, and Bhaga- 
vata, XI, 13, 27), which as the Witness apprehends 
that Krsna and they themselves are illusions (yoga- 
miiya) and rise and disappear in the Absolute 
(brahman). 

Jagrata or waking, svapna or dream and susupti 
or dreamless sleep are three states of Self or Atman 
according to the Upanisads. There is a two-fold 
dialectic here: one relates to the Self who appre¬ 
hends the Reality and the other to the Reality that 
is apprehended. In the waking slate of the Self the 
Reality is the Cosmic spirit in its gross form called 
Vi^va or Virat; in its dream state the Reality is the 
subtle, luminous world of dreams, phantasies and 
myths called Taijasa or Hiranya-garbha; and in sleep 
it is pure consciousness called Prajna wherein all 
concepts and diversities disappear. Similarly the 
Cosmic spirit or Isvara at the time of dissolution 
withdraws into itself all the distinctions experienced 
in the successive planes of Virat and Taijasa. Such 
pure knowledge and bliss belong to the GopTs as the 
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consequence only of their 'bhakti' and intimacy with 
Krsna (Bhrigavata, XI, 12, 8 and 13). In the Bhaga- 
vadgrta we have also the reiteration of the excellence 
of steadfast 'bhakti* as leading to the realisation of 
pure Brahman (sagunan samatityaitan brahma-bhn- 
yaya kalpate). Sanclilya speaks of the salvation of 
the Gopis attained without spiritual knowledge but 
tJirough their intimacy with the Lord. 

The reconciliation of the ultimate metaphysical 
foundation of existence—the Brahman of Hindu 
thought and the Dharmakaya of the Mahayiina—with 
the doctrine of ‘bhakti’ is the dominant note of the 
Bhagavata. This is derived from both the Bhagav ad- 
gita and the contemporary Mahayanist speculation 
of South India. Krsna in the Gita is Brahman, 
Bhagavan or Isvara and the various manifestations 
of the Supreme. Similarly in Mahayana Buddhism 
Buddha is the transcendental essence (dharma- 
dhatu). the Supreme God (sambhoga kaya) as well 
as the various incarnations (nirmana-kaya). The 
Hiarked feature of the Bhagavata theism that distin¬ 
guishes it from that of the Gita is the doctrine of 
universal salvation (sarva-mukti), linked with uni¬ 
versal bhakti—an outcome of the influence of the 
Mahayana universal ‘nirvana\ The ‘sarva-mukti^ is 
expressed in the Bhagavata by the poetic imagery 
of the collective rasa-sport which is dealt with in this 
and the next chapter. 

10. Oh Son: The Indivisible Lord surround¬ 
ed by those GopTs, whose grief of separation 
was thus ended, shone splendidly like the 
Supreme Self attended by his numerous 
Saktis. 

The reference here is to the Jivatman, the twenty- 
four metaphysical essences of which (including the 
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five senses, mind, intellect etc.) are compared to the 
Gopis. Just as these lose their separate existence 
with the dawn of Pure Consciousness, so do the 
GopTs shed their individualities. The Jivatman, like 
Krsna, accordingly now shines in its full splendour. 
Not before the soul abandons its individuality and 
its specific gunas or attributes that are associated 
with the delights and sorrows of the world can the 
Self shine in its pristine glory (Bhagavata, II, 6, 39 
and II, 7, 47). The pure Self is of course effulgent 
by its own nature, but the effulgence is discovered 
with the elimination of attributes (guna). Pre¬ 
viously the Gopis were said to have given up their 
material ‘guna-maya^ bodies (I, 11). The tender 
paternal greeting (tata) indicates the affection with 
which the deep mystery of the revelation of the 
fuller glory of the Supreme (as Purusa or Isvara and 
not as Brahman) in savikalpa samadhi is explained 
to the disciple. 

11, 12. The Lord taking the Gopis with 
Him wended towards the pleasant bank of the 
Yamuna. Here clusters of bees swarmed, due 
to the breeze becoming fragrant with the 
blossoming kunda and mandara flowers, while 
the rays of the autumnal moon dispelled the 
darkness of the night. The waves of the river 
like human hands scattered the soft sands (on 
the bank). 

13. Just as the scriptures that enjoin ritua¬ 
lism attain their objective through the inculca¬ 
tion of 'bhakti’, so the Gopis freed from all 
heart ache realised the supreme end of their 
life at the joy of Krsna’s sight. Then they 
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made a seat for Krsna, Indweller of souls by 
spreading their respective upper garments. 
These were coloured by the kumkuma paste of 
their breasts inundated by tears. 

The scriptures obtain their true meaning and 
reach their final goal only through the realisation of 
God through ‘bhakti-yoga’ as beyond concepts, 
words and arguments (yato vaco nivartante 
aprapya manasa saha). The Bhagavata stresses the 
mystical side of religion—the inexpressible know¬ 
ledge and ineffable bliss of spiritual experience 
(bhagavadananda). The Bhagavadgita similarly 
speaks of the Supreme Transcendental Person 
(Purusottama) as the object of knowledge of the 
sages and scriptures and of devotion and worship 
through ‘bhakti’ (ato’smi loke vede ca prathitah 
puru.sottamah). In medieval India the worship and 
recital of the adventures of Puru.sottama largely 
superseded meditation on the formulae of the Veda 
and the Vedanta. 

The collective gift of the Gopis* tear and kunkuma 
smeared upper garments to serve as the seat of God 
symbolises complete self-surrender, accompanied by 
profuse flow of tears of separation as well as com¬ 
munion of souls. The nakedness of the human soul 
can only be exposed before the Indweller of Hearts 
(Atmabandhu). 

14. As the Lord who dwells in the hearts 
of the yogis seated Himself on the upper gar¬ 
ments of the Gopis, He was manifest as the 
essence of beauty of the universe. Thus did 
He shine in the assembly of the Gopis. 


Here is an anticipation of the rasa-sport. The 
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garment of each GopI is tinged by the hues of indi¬ 
vidual passions, fulfilments and frustrations that are 
all offered and dedicated to Krsna. The Gopis, 
seated round the Lord in a big circle, see Him as 
in Rtisa in both His specificity as well as collectivity, 
His separateness as well as universality. Thus the 
.seat is compared with that of fsvara in the heart- 
lotus of the great yogis as described in the Gita 
(VI, 47). 


15. Certain Gopis, whose smiling, sportive 
glances and arched eye-brows testified to their 
passion, accosted Krsna, taking hold of His feet 
in their laps. They spoke in accents of devo 
tion mixed with injured pride. 

16. The Gopis said: In this world there are 
some who love in return for love, others love 
without being loved. Still others are not at all 
susceptible to love from any source whatso¬ 
ever. Which of these do you consider the right 
type? 

The question is intended to find out whether God 
i.s loving, indifferent or actually cruel in His attitude 
towards the human creature. After the long period 
of angui.sh for separation it is pertinent. 

17. The Lord said: Oh friends, those who 
reciprocate love are impelled by sheer self- 
interest; there is neither compassion nor good¬ 
ness here. Such love seeks self as the goal and 
no other. 
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18. Oh beautiful ones, those who Jove with¬ 
out being loved fall into two classes: those who 
are naturally kind and those who are affection¬ 
ate like parents. From these spring infinite 
goodness and infinite tenderness respectively. 

19. There are others who do not recipro 
cate love to persons who loA^e them, not to 
speak of those who do not love them. These 
belong to four classes: those who are steeped 
in the bliss of union with self; those who are 
absorbed in outward enjoyment; those who 
are ungrateful; and those who are naturally 
perverse. 

20. Friends, for the sake of arousing con¬ 
stant love for Me, I do not reciprocate. If a 
man loses all his wealth, he has no other 
thought, except his loss. (My disappearance is 
intended to keep alive the constancy of your 
devotion to Me). 

God’s sportive inconsistency keeps alive the 
perennial flow of man’s love. His absence makes 
the human heart grow fonder, and accentuates the 
joy of reunion. Krsna here gives the Gopls the real 
reason for His abandoning them in the night in the 
thick forest of Vrndavana. He wi.shed to instil into 
His beloved constant remembrance and infinite 
longing. 

21. Oh beloved girls, you have abandoned 
for My sake your kinsmen, the social code and 
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sense of right and wrong in order to enhance 
your love for Me. I made Myself invisible 
though I was present all the while. Do not 
find fatdt with your Beloved. 

God's compassion is stressed here. The Divine 
attributes are those mentioned in stanza 18 and 
exclude those mentioned in stanza 19. The com¬ 
passionate Krsna listened to the wailing of the 
liuman souls, and reciprocated their sentiments, yet 
remained invisible in order to augment their yearn¬ 
ing. In the Bhagavadgita God is described as 
■'Anumanta’\ He constantly guides and approves 
from inside. God’s presence in and with the finite 
creatures is abiding. Only it is not constantly felt 
because of the ‘‘screens” they fabricate. Here God 
gives them the solemn pledge that He is theirs 
eternally (Priyam mam) just as they are His. 

22. You have followed Me with pure, self¬ 
less love, having completely severed the bonds 
of home and kindred. This is a debt which 
knows no requital and will last unto eternity. 
Therefore may the good part you have chosen 
be its own reward, 

God is Absolute Freedom, but accepts the bonds 
of love of finite man. He is Pure knowledge but 
wishes to forget Himself in the variegated interplay 
of human sentiments directed towards Him. 
“Though the Supreme Lord is all-knowing and all- 
merciful, He in order to carry on his sport in the 
universe, puts his creatures in situations where they 
have to constantly solicit His protection and dedicate 
themselves to His service.” The pure, ardent, self- 
immolating ‘bhakti’ of the human creature has 
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bound God to him for eternity. Bhaktj tole^ac,. 
iieither parsimony nor requital Between God and 
man, there is a reciprocity which has no end. God 
is eternally tied as much to the finite, foriorn erea 
lure as the latter eternally prefers Divine proximity 
to salvation, and love to enlightenment. By com¬ 
plete surrender, the self is re-established in supreme 
majesty and dignity. The noble role accorded here 
to Jiva vis a vis Isvara has received emphasis subse¬ 
quently in Ja 3 ’^adeva s Gltagovinda as well as the 
entire later mystical poetry of the Santas of North¬ 
ern India up till the middle of the 19th century. In 
the Bhilgavata XI, 14, 16 Krsna says to Uddhava that 
He always follows His devotee in the same manner 
as the latter follows Him; “He purifies Himself by 
the dust of the latter’s holy feet”. Krsna becomes 
Plimself the ‘bhakta’ to appreciate the nuances of the 
finite creature’s devotion towards God, that is to say, 
it is His inexhaustible tenderness that is manifest in 
tiie ever-renewed interchange between the human 
and the Divine. 



Chapter Five 

THE DANCE AND SPORT 

1. Suka said: Oh King, having heard the 
gracious words of Krsna and with their spirits 
rejuvenated by the touch of the Divine body, 
the GopTs overcame their grief of separation. 

It is the intimate dialogue between man and God 
that destroys the former’s self-pride engendering the 
feeling of separation. Communion assures the 
human creature that there is no real separation from 
God, but that the sense of abandonment arises from 
lack of faith. Thus the sorrow of separation is like 
sorrow experienced in dream. With identity-con¬ 
sciousness, God’s limbs become man’s limbs that 
can now obtain the fulfilment of all goals and values 
of life, all activity becoming true worship. In XI, 
19, 22 we find ‘bhakti’ associated with the move¬ 
ment of limbs so as to serve Krsna. 

2. Then Krsna commenced on the sands of 
the Yamuna the rasa-sport with the Gopis, 
pre-eminent among women, who have whole¬ 
heartedly followed God, and who now held one 
another firmly and lovingly by their hands. 

The rasa is a particular type of folk-dance in 
v/hich men and women arrange themselves in three 
circles, the men clasping the women’s necks and 
the women holding one another’s hands. Song and 
instrumental music accompany this choral group 
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dance. :^sa also means the acme of all-pure de 
lights and loves that receive a concentrated collet' 
tive expression. The difference between Krsna’s 
dance and the familiar folk-dance is that He multi- 
plies Himself as the sole and collective male Partner 
due to the unison of minds of the Gopis, all attuned 
to the most sublime sentiment of ^bhakti’ to Kisna. 
The sohdarity of the women partners in rasa dance, 
with each of whom the Lord enters into vital inti¬ 
macy according to her specific mood and sentiment, 
symbolises the perfection of Divine Love in which 
God exists and moves in and with each and all. 

3, 4. When the Gopis held one another by 
their hands in the circle, Krsna, the Lord of 
the yogis, multiplied Himself, and entering 
between the dual partners, clung lovingly to 
all. Each GopT thought that Krsna was hers 
alone. It was thus that the whole circle com¬ 
menced the rasa-sport. Immediately the sky 
was filled with gods and their wives, who came 
in their aerial chariots eager to witness the 
dance. 

God is transcendent. Yet He is In-cl\veiler in the 
hearts of human creatures who find the Divine 
presence intimate and personal as their love and 
devotion mature. Krsna (Yogesvara) by the power 
or grace of yoga-maya, creates the scene of a human- 
cum-divine circle, in which, as in the illusion of a 
radiant circle drawn by the circumbulating torch 
(the Buddhist phrase alata-cakra is actually used 
in the Bhagavata XI, 13, 34). He manifests himself 
as belonging to each and all simultaneously. God 
is always by the side of each human creature and 
“between’^ two creatures. The conception of God 
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as the hyphen “between*^ is recently stressed in the 
West by the philosopher Martin Buber, with whom 
the sphere '‘between’' man and man is common to 
both but reaches out to transcending spiritual expe¬ 
riences in which deep calls unto deep beyond the 
special sphere of each. 

5 . Then the heavenly drums were beaten, 
flowers showered from the sky and the leaders 
of the Gandharvas with their wives began to 
sing the praises of Krsna. 

6. In the circular rasa dance the bracelets, 
anklets and waist bands of the Gopis, united 
with Krsna, raised a loud sound of Divine 
harmony. 

7. Lord Krsna shone superbly there among 
the GopTs like blue sapphires interspersed in a 
garland of golden-hued gems. 

8. The brides of Kr.sna (looked superbly 
beautiful) with their rhythmic foot-steps, 
accompanied by graceful movements of eye¬ 
lashes, hands, waists and bosom with scarves 
and kundalas waving. Drops of perspiration 
appeared on their faces, their hair and waist 
bands became loose. As they danced and sang 
they looked like lightning in the midst of a 
cluster of blue clouds. 

The innumerable Krsnas are the blue clouds; the 
GopTs are the streaks of lightning; their songs are 
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the rumble of the rain clouds and the drops oi 
perspiration on their faces the sparkling hail. 

9. The dancing Gopis, who were fuli ol 
passion for Krsna and enraptured by His touch, 
sang songs full and melodic with diverse 
moods. The waves of that music spread over 
the entire world. 

The sixteen thousand ragas of the Indian musical 
system express the various moods revealed and sung 
by the sixteen thousand Gopis in the Ra.samandala. 
The Sangitasiira mentions that the song of the rasa 
covers the entire gamut of human passions and senti¬ 
ments and is the perennial fountain-head of classical 
Indian music. 

10. Among them one Gopi showed the 
difference between the seven pure basic tunes 
as she raised these along with Krsna, who was 
delighted and appreciated her music. When 
she later changed the note into dhrupada tala. 
He profusely admired her. 

Krsna is the fountain-head of melody. The Gopis 
in the rasa-dance produced the pure tones and 
dhrupada without effort or practice at all; the com¬ 
munion with Krsna was enough to release the inces¬ 
sant sweet flow of music undefiled. 

11. Another Gopi felt weary; the bracelets 
from her hands and the mallika flowers from 
her hair dropped. She caught hold of Krsna 
standing by her side. 



THE DANCE AND SPORT 


]4T 


12. Another Gopi, inhaling the fragrance 
cf Krsna’s sandal-pasted hand that was lovingly 
placed on her shoulder, kissed it and felt a 
shiver of delight, 

13. Due to the movement of the dance, the 
Gopis’ cheeks became radiant with the bril¬ 
liance of the golden kundalas; as these met 
those of Krsna, He offered one of them his 
chewn betel. 

All the senses are at once aroused and conse¬ 
crated by Krsna in the rasa-dance. The consecration 
of the senses through deflection from the external 
world to God is the essence of ‘bhakti’. 

14. Another GopI, with her melodious 
imklet and waist-band, became exhausted by 
the song and the dance; taking the lotus hand 
of the Immaculate Krsna by her side, she placed 
it on her bosom. 

15. Thus all the Gopis, being united with 
Krsna, the husband of LaksmT, as their own 
beloved and embraced by Him, sported and 
sang the praise of Kpsna. 

16. The Gopis’ faces became superbly 
beautiful with their ear-pendants, kundalas 
decorating their cheeks and drops of perspira¬ 
tion; from their hair the garlands of flowers 
feU off. Thus did they begin to dance with 
the Lord with the bees singing and their 
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bracelets and anklets playing a rhythmic har 
mony. 

17. As a small boy plays with his own 
reflections, Krsna sported with the Gopis with 
embraces, smiling glances and passionate 
gestures. 

The comparison of the rasa-Iila with a small boy s 
sport with his own myriad reflections on the waters 
is full of deep philosophical import. Krsna is Pure 
Consciousness, Beauty and Joy. These latter, though 
transcendental attributes of the Self become 
reflected in the mental plane as the brides of Krsna 
(Krsna-vadhus) just as the sun becomes reflected in 
the waters. Between Krsna and Krsna-vadhu there 
is identity in the phenomenon of reflection, caused 
by the Divine ‘maya’. From the side of the Gopis 
their sincere, blemishless love is the limpid pool 
that reflects the essence (svarupa) of the Lord. The 
innocent, playful boy’s ardent pursuit of his own 
reflection (pratibimba) also echoes the Pure Selfs 
longing Ifor the experience of the Infinite Love, 
Beauty and Bliss in the plane of duality that under¬ 
lies the process of Creation conceived as the Cosmic 
sport (Ilia) or illusion (maya). A similar metaphor 
used elsewhere is that of the moon (Pure Self) and 
its numerous undulating reflections in the water 
(Bh5gavata, III, 7, 11). 

The interplay of ineffable joy and bhss that ema¬ 
nate from God is the rasa-sport. This is a meta¬ 
physical metaphor symboUsing the experiences of 
joy, beauty and bliss of the Self in the Self. Some¬ 
times the outward manifestations of joy are called 
God’s own ‘hladinl saktis’ that body forth in the 
forms of the Gopis who are not many but one, viz. 
the universal ‘hladinl sakti*. There are neither 
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Krsna nor the GopTs in reality. There is only 
4lmarama (V, 20) Sva-rati (V, 24) or Atma-rati 
(II, 35)—the adventure of the Self in and with the 
Self. 

18. Oh king, the senses of the Gopis were 
so enraptured by the Divine contact that their 
garlands and ornaments went loose, their locks 
of hair became dishevelled and garments and 
breast pieces fell off, unheeded by them. 

19. Witnessing the sport of Krsna, the wives 
of the Devas were struck with passion (for 
Krsna) and they swooned. The moon, accom¬ 
panied by the stars, was filled with wonder. 

Even the moon, accompanied by his wives, at the 
sight of the rasa-sport, developed the feminine atti¬ 
tude and longed for union with Krsna. The wives 
of the Devas emulated the GopTs. In Vaisnava 
tradition, Krsna is the only Masculine Being in the 
universe. 

20. The Self-sportive Lord out of His 
Divine Ilia multiplied His form to as many as 
there were Gopis in order to play with each of 
them. 

This is in keeping with Krsna’s previous promise 
to the GopTs (yatabala vrajarn siddha mayema 
ranisyatha ksapah) and with their prayer to the 
Mother Goddess KatyayanT (nanda-gopa~sutarn devi 
patim me kuru te namah). 

Krsna appears in a distinctive form to each Gopi 
in her separate arbour (kunja) according to her 
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mood and stage of spiritual development. The word 
“Atmariima” again emphasises the metaphysical 
metaphor; for the uninitiated the word “Bhagavan” 
stresses God’s capacity for performing a miracle 
like tlie Rasa-sport, 

21. Oh king, the Compassionate One, then 
with great love, wiped with his own cool assu¬ 
aging hands the faces of the GopTs, wearied 
by excessive sport. 

22. Then the GopTs, who were exceedingly 
enraptured by the touch of Kisna’s fingers, 
began to sing of His sacred deeds, and offered 
reverence to Him. Their cheeks were adorned 
with golden kundalas and locks of hair and they 
looked at Krsna smilingly in love. 

23. Krsna then, in order to remove the 
fatigue (of the sport), entered along with the 
GopTs into the waters (of the Yamuna) like 
the king of elephants with his mates, weary 
after its mad depredation on the river bank. 
The bees, emulating the songs of the Gan- 
dliarva chiefs, followed Him, attracted by His 
garland of flowers that has been pressed by 
the bodies of the GopTs and coloured by the 
kunkuma paste of their bosom. 

24. The Self-playful Krsna was first sprink¬ 
led with water by the Gopis in love. Then 
when He was being excessively drenched in 
breezes filled with the fragrance of flowers 
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by the gods amidst worship from all sides. 

The Rasa-sport on the bank of the Yamuna is 
followed by sports in the water and in the arbours 
of the forest. 

25. Then like the elephant in rut, sur¬ 
rounded by bees and mates, He roamed hither 
and thither in the forest through which blew 
breezes filled with the fragrance of flowers 
that grow on land and water. 

26. The Lord was true to his promise of 
sporting with the Gopis. Yet his enjoyment 
was one of perfect Self. Thus did Krsna, whom 
the GopTs ardently followed according to His 
desires, sport in brilliant moondit nights that 
are the perennial source of autumnal delight 
celebrated in romantic poetry. 

Here is the final comment on the rasa. TTie sport 
of one autumnal full moon night is extended to all 
full moon nights. Due to the presence of Krsna, 
a dark night becomes the full moon night whether 
in autumn or in any other season. The autumn 
moon sport thus becomes eternal, e\ er-recun^ent in 
the hearts of devotees realising God as the fountain 
head of beauty and joy (Raso vai sah). 

Krsna keeps his two-fold promise. He promised 
His devotees that he would sport with them in one 
in •on-lit autumn night. He also gave the assurance 
that he would vouchsafe grace to all his sincere 
devotees whatever be the manner of their worship. 
The Gopis sought Him through profoimd love, non¬ 
attachment and surrender. The last stanza reiterates 
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not only the supreme import of spii'itual dependence 
and whole-hearted attachment of the Gopis but 
also such attributes of Krsna as Truth, Pure Con¬ 
sciousness and Bliss that are far removed from sense 
enjoyment. Classical Sanskrit Kavya speaks of 
autumn nights as specially favourable for love 
(Compare Kalidasa's Rtusarhhara, III, 7, 8, 9). It 
has made us familiar with such pleasures in moon¬ 
lit nights as sport and dance in the forest, swimming 
and canoeing on the waters, swinging on the trees 
and love-making in the groves. In the autumnal 
nights of rasa, all these however are focussed round 
and consecrated to Krsna. The rasa-llla is transcen¬ 
dental and ever-recurrent. The human soul after 
a chequered career of pride, frustration and anguish 
ma 3 /'' through utter surrender and intense yearning 
for God (anurata-abala) experience many joyous, 
translucent moon-lit nights of union with Him. 
Then all nuances of the heart’s delight, described 
by the seers, prophets and poets, can be enjoyed 
in their infinite range, depth and intensity. Religion, 
art and literature here combine their resources to 
make human experience at its highest, at once 
romantic, eternal and universal. 

27, 28. King Parlk.sit asked: The Lord has 
incarnated only a part of Himself for the main 
tenance of ‘dharma’ and elimination of 
‘adharma’ in the world. He is the Teacher of 
the Sastras that protect dharma. He fulfils 
these by His deeds. Oh, knower of Brahman, 
has He not acted unrighteously in this improper 
love? 

The king himself was of course convinced that 
the rasa-lTki was an illustration of the yoga-maya or 
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j^race of Kxsna. But he raises this question in order 
to dispel any possible misapprehensions of the 
common man. in this regard. The reference to the 
avatara is an echo of the famous passage in the 
Bhagavad-gita (dharmasamsthipamya). “The parts’' 
of the incarnation are either Balarama, if we confine 
ourselves to the scene of Vrajabhumi, or Yudhis- 
thira, Arjuna and others—Kj-sna’s associates in the 
rehabilitation of dharma according to the Maha- 
bharata legend. The Bhagavata theory of incarna¬ 
tion is that the biogi'aphy of Krsna is an exposition 
of the supreme truths of the Vedanta Sastra. 


29. Oh follower of the code of the righteous, 
with what end in view has Krsna, who is 
perfect in His own Self, done this improper 
deed? Remove our doubts in this respect. 

30. Suka said: Gods are above conventional 
morals. Just as the alhconsuming fire is not 
defiled by impure objects so gods and super¬ 
men are above contamination. 

The doctrine that the SeK is the Knower of the 
Field (pradhana ksetrajiiapati) is beyond all attri¬ 
butes and is uncontaminated by the good and evil 
of the world is expounded fully in the Bhagavad- 
gita (Chapter XIV), The use of the epithet Isvara 
or the In-dweller in the hearts of creatures, in the 
sense of the Gita, is also significant. The supermen 
are those who through their ‘bhakti’ and knowledge 
obtain emancipation and can therefore rise beyond 
good and evil. AH their actions, however impulsive, 
are pure, noble and unimpeachable. In fact it is 
they who truly interpret the meaning of the Sastras 
and moral codes. 
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31. Those who lack that spiritual eminence 
should never even dream of committing such 
a deed. A person, not of the calibre of Siva, 
will surely die if he drinks the deadly poison 
that came from the churning of the ocean. 

The difference between ‘Isvara^ and ^anlsvara' 
follows the familiar argument in the Bhagavadgita. 

32. Not the procedure but the precept of 
the great and the free, who know the Self 
should be followed as right. A man of intelli¬ 
gence adopts a code of behaviour that is in 
conformity with their precepts only. 

33. For the supermen, freed of egoism, 
there is no ego-consciousness in deeds righteous 
or unrighteous. 

Freedom from any consciousness of body and 
mind (ahankara) is the way to both non-attach¬ 
ment and transcendence of good and evil. This is 
the familiar doctrine of neutrality in the Hindu 
ethical system. 

34. If for supermen there is neither good 
nor evil, how can there be right or wrong for 
the Lord in whom all creatures including 
supermen live and move and have their being? 

God’s transcendence puts Him beyond the human 
consideration of good and evil karma and its conse¬ 
quences through the cycle of animal and human 
births and rebirths that He regulates. At the same 
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ume God manifests himself in his full glory only in 
the human form. The supreme manifestation 
equally of the Divine grace and the human majesty 
is unfolded in the Lord’s play with the Gopis. 

35. The sages obtain fulfilment by obtain¬ 
ing the dust of Krsna’s lotus feet, and sever the 
bonds of ‘karma’ meditating on these feet. 
Freed from bondage they traverse the world 
in freedom. How can there be any bondage 
for Krsna Himself who assumes various forms 
at his own pleasure? 

This reads like a hymn (dhyana-sloka). The yoga 
referred to here is the bhakti-yoga of Sanaka, 
Niirada and other sages. Krsna is the universal, 
eternal and omnifonn Person. He has not only 
manifested Himself as various incarnations from 
epoch to epoch, but has also assumed the appear¬ 
ances of the thousand GopTs for his own sport in 
Vrndavana. Unlike a ‘jiva’ he is not limited by the 
restrictions of birth or space and time (sarvalo 
paiiipada etc.) and hence is beyond the law of 
‘karma’ that regulates the life and activity of mortals 
in their limited specific appearances and space 
times. 

36. He is the In-dweller in the hearts of the 
Gopis, of their husbands and of all other crea¬ 
tures. He is the Universal and Eternal Witness 
in them. He has assumed human forms for 
His own sport. 

This and the next .stanza express nobly the funda¬ 
mental doctrine of God’s immanence and are in line 
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with the teaching of the Bhagavadgita, when 
Arjuna, awe-struck by the manifestation of the 
Universe-body of the Lord (Visvarupa), prays to 
Krsna to appear in his delightful human form 
(manusa-rupam). The Bhiigavala XI, 6, 20-23 ex¬ 
pounds the doctrine that the human body is the 
favourite city of God (alaya), where He is fully 
manifest endowed with all powers. In this case, the 
reference is to Krsna as the Supreme Actor, bodying 
forth in the forms of thousands of GopTs and staging 
a drama (Krlclana) of complete self-abandon, non¬ 
attachment, and ‘bhakti’ in the scene of Vrndavana. 
The same Krsna, w^ho is the In-dweller in the hearts 
of all creatures (sarvantaryamT) and is the uni¬ 
versal Seer ay.d Witness (Prajna, IV, 9; Isvara, V, 34 
and Adhyaksa V, 36), plays a dramatic role as so 
many living and loving persons (GopTs) in the 
familiar everyday world. 

Krsna is the Supremo Self, Paramatman and is 
neither masculine nor feminine nor neuter. On the 
banks of the Yamuna He plays both as the Eternal 
Lover (kanta) and the Eternal Beloved (vadhu) by 
creating his own multiples in a humanly visible and 
thrilling Ilia. 

The Bhagavat uses the concept of the Supreme 
Self as the Universal In-dweller, the Impeller of 
the senses and activities of all finite creatures, tliat 
one is familiar with in the Bhagavadgita (aharn 
sarvesu bhutesu bhCitatmavasthitah, Bliagavata III, 
29, 21; ahani atmantaro vahyo’navrtah, Bhagavata, 
XI, 15, 36). In such a Fulfilled, Complete, Self- 
Sportive, Universal Person (aptakama V, 28), 
almarama (V, 20) there can be neither non-self, nor 
any self, nor self-involvement (lepa) as in human 
relationship. Hence the question of right and wrong 
does not arise here. The Bhagavata, unlike the 
Gtta, greatly stresses both universal salvation and 
the eternal Ilia or sport aspect of the godhead. God 
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in the rasa~mandala for the sake of salvation of 
hiiinanity, creates out of Himself the thousands of 
finite creatures (gopTs) and eternally loves and 
serves them for the sake of the enactment of a Ilia 
of profound collective passion and compassion 
(srhgara, madhurya, karuna). In the Bhfigavata the 
Eternal Love-play (Kridana) of God therefore 
covers both the metaphysical as well as the physical 
planes, the individual as well as the collective 
psyche. 

37. The Lord in His grace to all finite crea 
lures enacts such plays (like the rasa) by 
assuming human form. Blessed is he who 
listens devotedly to the sport of the Lord. 

Ihe Lord assumes the human form for making 
Himself easily accessible to man’s intellect and love 
according to the stage of his development. His 
manifestations as the Universal Eternal Lover 
(kanta) as well as His Eternal Beloved (Krsna- 
vadhu) are for the sake of engendering supreme 
non-attachment and ardent tenderness and love to¬ 
wards Himself. The Padmapuriina says: madbhak- 
l.lnam vinodartham karomi vividhah kiiyah. 

Thus God, whose body is the universe (yasya 
prthivl sarTrah) and who is Pure Consciousness, 
assumes a multiplicity of human forms and plays 
diverse enrapturing human dramas in inner and 
outer life only to show His redeeming grace. Such 
divine lllas manifest themselves before man’s con¬ 
sciousness as eternally valid (nitya-siddhah). The 
incarnation (sarvavatara) of the deity (asesatman) 
in the flesh and man’s rehearsal of His deeds of 
supreme grace lead to universal emancipation 
(Bhagavata XI, 6, 21-24) and redemption of the 
worlds (sarvalokamalapaha). This constitutes the 
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Hindu version of humanism familiar in India since 
the beginning of this millennium. 

38. The husbands of the Gopis, enraptured 
by Krsna’s may a, did not experience any 
jealousy towards Krsna when they saw their 
respective wives by His side. 

The shepherds in particular knew Krsna as their 
Protector against flood, fire and demon. They knew 
about His Divinity and He dwelt in their hearts as 
Antarj^aml. Thus it is no wonder that they did not 
find any fault with the sports of the Universal 
Cosmic Person—the Eternal Lover. 

39. When the night of Brahma ended, the 
Gopis, whose Beloved was Krsna, went reluc 
tantly back to their respective homes directed 
by Vasudeva (the Lord) Himself. 

The use of the epithets ‘‘Vasudeva” and Visnu 
(stanza 40) is significant. The Vasudeva-Visnu 
cult was quite ancient by the tune of the composi¬ 
tion of this work that became the fountain-head 
of neo-Vaisnava Krsnaism. Previously Krsna 
pointed out to the GopTs that more than close 
physical proximity to Him, meditation and love in 
absence bring Him nearer. Even though they went 
to their homes, they belong to God and not to 
samsara. 

The eternal joy and bliss of the rasa-sport for man 
are indicated by the thousands of aeons that 
Brahma’s time covers. 
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40. Whoever hears or recites with rever¬ 
ence the Lord’s Sport with the Gopis imme¬ 
diately gains supreme ‘bhakti’ free from all 
passion, the disease of the heart. 

Sarvam Viisudeviiya arpanamastu — 
Brahmarpcuiamastu. 

Om Tat Sat 
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